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Abstract
This study set out to understand the intergenerational movement and impact of
obesity epidemic and anti-fat narratives that emerged after the 1950s in North America.
Embedded in an Anglo-Western, neoliberal context, the current study sought to understand
the impact of weight-based messaging on the embodied experiences of parents and their
now-adult children. Working within a critical-transformative paradigm and drawing on
post-humanism and new materialism, I conducted 19 narrative interviews with individuals
born between 1955 and 1990, six of whom were mother-daughter dyads, as well as a body
mapping workshop with five self-selecting participants over the course of three sessions. I
combined qualitative approaches of thematic and visual analysis with the post-qualitative
approaches of “plugging in” or “thinking with theory” as a way of putting participants’
accounts directly into conversation with post humanist and neomaterialist understandings
to theorize key findings. I pulled together these disparate and entangled methodological
approaches to account for both the discursive and affective realities of embodied fat
experiences under biopedagogical forces that stipulate how (and how not) to have a body.
Findings from this study highlight how affect is mobilized in the conveyance of
biopedagogical messages about fatness intergenerationally. Lessons about fat bodies are
situated within and bolstered by an assemblage of forces, both social and material,
including structural racism and sexism, diet culture and its artifacts (diet books, healthy
weight programs, magazines, etc.), medical weight bias, technologies of weight
measurement and loss (Body Mass Index, weight cycling programs, weight loss surgeries,
etc.), public education, and wider family dynamics. Through its integration of feminist
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affect theory alongside the novel use of arts-based body mapping with fat participants, the
Feeling Fat study offers significant opportunities for the advancement of fat liberation.
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Chapter One: Introduction and Literature Review
This study is geographically, politically, and temporally situated within a Canadian
context to understand the intergenerational impact of obesity epidemic narratives that
emerged during the mid-20th Century across wealthy nations in the Anglo West, including
in North America, Europe, Anitpodes (Australia and New Zealand) and elsewhere, and
strengthened throughout the 1980s and into the 21st century. In an increasingly
neoliberalized, risk-focused society, parent/caregiver-child body messages that circulated
during this period were born out of and remain steeped in shame and weight stigma.
Embedded within this socio-political context, I sought to understand the impact of weightbased messaging, associated affects, and related policy and programming on the embodied
experiences of parents and their now-adult children born before 1990. I wanted to
interview adults and their parents about their feelings, beliefs and practices in order to
trace the movement and affective dynamics of weight-based stigma as it transfers within
families and across generations. Having felt and experienced this within my own family
growing up, I now witness and attempt to mitigate this transfer of weight stigma to the
next generation within my family—that is, to my young niece and nephew. This study aims
to better understand the situated intergenerational dynamics related to the stories we tell
and are told about our bodies in order to engage in the work of theorizing the multidirectional movements—that is, the affects and effects—of anti-obesity narratives using an
embodied, affect-rooted approach.
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Defining and Clarifying Terms
Obese vs. Fat
Throughout this dissertation, I use the terms "obese" and "obesity" critically, and
where possible, I will use the words "fat" and "fatness" instead. This choice of language is in
alignment with a critical fat studies approach (Cooper, 2010; Murray, 2008). Obesity is a
"medicalized category of diseased embodiment" (McPhail, 2017, p. 4) that has been used
historically within medical and mainstream settings to stigmatize and subjugate fat bodies.
"Obese" and "overweight" will be used critically, where context necessitates. The word "fat"
has been personally and politically reclaimed by fat studies scholars and activists alike,
whereby the word's connotations are reformulated, and "fat" is used as a neutral
descriptor and/or a positive self-identity (Cooper, 2010).
Stigma
Sociologist Erving Goffman (1963), working from a frame of symbolic
interactionism, presented the concept of stigma, defining it as a particular trait that is
socially discredited, serving to reduce the person who possesses it as inherently deficient.
While Goffman’s writing on stigma was foundational to the development of this concept, his
analysis was limited to interpersonal interactions decoupled from macro-level power and
social structures. With regards to framing stigma, Richard Parker and Peter Aggleton
(2003) encourage HIV/AIDS researchers to think more broadly about stigma by framing it
within a contextualized historical analysis that considers the role of social structures in
defining and maintaining stigma. More recently, British sociologist Imogen Tyler has
criticized Goffman for failing to include any analysis of social power in his writing on
stigma, suggesting that Goffman “unplugs the concepts of stigma from power” (Tyler, 2020,
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p. 22). Drawing on Tyler’s writing on stigma as a macro-level phenomenon that influences
the structures of power in society, this dissertation looks at how weight stigma operates as
a key mechanism of obesity epidemic narratives that serve to marginalize fat bodies.
For the purposes of this dissertation, "weight stigma" refers to the marginalization
and subjugation of fat people biopedagogically via policy, spatial exclusion, and
discriminatory interactions in social, medical, and other contexts (Ellison, 2013; Monaghan,
2017). Fat studies scholar Jenny Ellison, in defining weight stigma, notes, "obesity stigma
shapes not only how people think and talk about weight, but also how larger people are
treated" (Ellison, 2017, no pagination). Framing the marginalization of fat bodies in this
way—as a form of stigma—is important for understanding the cultural and social
pervasiveness and deleterious impact of stigma based on body size. To date, researchers
have studied the effects of weight-based stigma (see for example Vartanian et al., 2014),
however the current study formulates the movement of weight-based stigma through the
mobilization of affect.
Parents and Caregivers
For the purposes of this work, caregiver refers to close relatives—biologicallyrelated or not—who engage in caregiving activities within a child's life but are not
necessarily the child's parents. Caregivers can refer to aunts and uncles, grandparents,
older siblings, family friends, godparents, or others who are identified as having had a role
in child-rearing.
A Roadmap for This Dissertation
In this section, I provide a roadmap for this dissertation with the aim of guiding the
reader as to what to expect. In this first chapter, I outline my positionality, reflexivity plan,
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and use of intersectionality as a framework for the dissertation. A brief overview of the
development of an "obesity epidemic" is offered to situate the work in historical, political,
and social context. I follow with a review of the relevant literature, which I organize around
key constructions of fatness (fat as a moral failing, fat as a public health crisis, fat as risky,
and fat as (un)controllable), followed by a discussion of the limits of a critical obesity
perspective, and an analysis of mother and child blame. In Chapter Two, I introduce the
theoretical frameworks and tensions taken up in this work, namely intersectional
feminism, theories of biopower and biopedagogy, and feminist affect theory. I end the
chapter with a description of the current study, and its research objectives and questions.
Chapter Three describes the study's critical-transformative paradigm, methodological
framework and tensions, and data collection and analysis strategies, including both
intergenerational narrative interviews and body mapping. The chapters that follow (Four
to Six) present and analyze the study’s findings, including 1) thematic analysis findings of
interview data (Chapter Four), 2) theorized interview findings (Chapter Five), and 3) body
mapping findings, including both content and methodological findings from the body
mapping process (Chapter Six). The discussion chapter (Chapter Seven) pulls together
theory, literature, and findings to present a theoretical story of how intergenerational
messaging circulates on, between, and around the bodies of participants in my research.
The chapter also explores the theoretical and methodological contributions of the project.
Finally, in Chapter Eight, I offer my reflections on the embodied, reflexive process of doing
this work, as well as final remarks.
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Working in the Threshold
Throughout this dissertation, readers may recognize a common thread of liminality,
or in-betweenness that shows up across various components of the work. Much of this
dissertation exists at the threshold between previously-thought concepts, methodological
perspectives, and participants’ lived and embodied experiences. Alecia Jackson and Lisa
Mazzei (2012a; 2017) explore the idea of threshold work, noting, “the threshold incites
change, movement, and transformation of thought in qualitative inquiry…the in-betweenness of the threshold offers up a temporary but forceful site for problematizing and
thinking the new” (2017, p. 721). While in-betweenness presents its challenges, it helps to
push research, theory and practice into new formulations that may foster movement
towards creative methodologies, deeper understandings, and more just realities for
marginalized bodies (Rice, Temple Jones et al., forthcoming).
By its very nature, work that centres the embodied, felt experience of fatness exists
within a threshold. Fat bodies—by their very nature—are positioned as always being inbetween—that is, in-between thinness and fatness, in-between deserving humanity and
personhood or not, in-between health/life and illness/death. A fat person must always be
moving away from fatness and towards thinness, away from assumed illness and toward
assumed health. Therefore, the very nature of understanding and theorizing the fat
experience necessitates an engagement with in-betweenness. Theoretically, this
dissertation works in the tensions between cultural, discursive understandings of the
constructions of fatness and the material, phenomenological, affective components of
fatness intergenerationally. Methodologically, the work does not fit squarely into one
methodological tradition or framework. Rather, the questions I posed necessitate
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flexibility, adaptation, and engagement across methodological traditions and approaches.
The intergenerational component of my work places it in-between—that is, situated amidst
tangible and intangible messages about bodies that move between parents and their
children, between researchers and participants, between generations, and between bodies.
Finally, the affective lens that I use to analyze participants’ accounts of their experiences
necessitates an orientation toward the affective flows that move in-between bodies and
shape our relationships to others, the world, and ourselves. As such, there are tensions
throughout this work that will not be resolved, but rather will be explored, pulled apart,
discussed, and felt. The goal of this dissertation is not to resolve the in-betweenness, but
rather to exist within it, to look around, and to move forward in the co-creation of new
knowledge in the threshold.
Embodied Reflexivity
The researcher's embodied experiences—privileges, marginalization, and lived
realities—are ever-present in the research relationship (Rice, 2009; 2018; Throsby &
Evans, 2012; Lloyd & Hopkins, 2015). Situated, embodied research requires a thorough and
ongoing process of reflexivity on the part of the researcher in order to explore how our
embodied experiences show up in our research process, from research development,
through methodological choices, and within our interactions with participants, data,
theory, and all aspects of the research apparatus. Throughout the dissertation process, I
used a framework of embodied reflexivity to engage in critical reflection. Born out of
feminist transversalism and intersectionality theory, embodied reflexivity provides a useful
framing for understanding researcher-participant relationality, particularly navigating
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bodily privilege and difference (Rice, Cook et al., 2020; Rice, 2018; Yuval-Davis, 1997;
2006).
Transversalism is a methodological process developed by white and racialized
feminists living in Southern Europe to speak back to imperialist and colonialist approaches
to difference, and to challenge Western feminism’s problematic appeals to universalism
and cultural relativism for failing to address difference in a meaningful or justiceorientated way (Rice, Cook et al., 2020; Yuval-Davis, 1997). Transversal politics navigate
difference by inviting activists and scholars to root themselves in their own
self/positionality/history, while also shifting to put themselves in the other's
self/positionality/history (Yuval-Davis, 1997). Importantly, this shifting does not involve
casting off, or losing, one's own knowledge and experience but rather helps to approach
and consider the vantage of others by drawing on their knowledge and history (Rice,
2018). Yuval-Davis (1997) warns against homogenizing the self or the other in this rooting
and shifting process. My research required an embodied approach to reflexivity as I
worked within and across embodied and embedded differences. As such, I engaged with
what Rice (2018) refers to as “embodied reflexivity,” which "acknowledges the
unbridgeable space between self and other" and "approaches rather than appropriates
others" (Rice, 2018, p. 154).
I offer a statement of my embodied positionality not as a way of centring myself in
the research; I instead seek to explore how my personal history, physicality and
positionality informs the theoretical stories I tell. Throughout the research process, I
engaged in an ongoing process of rooting myself in my embodied experiences and
reflecting upon the ways in which my embodied life showed up through the research
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process. In my interactions with research participants, I also engaged in shifting to
approach others from their embodied realities and the power relations across our
embodied differences that live and shift between us (Rice, 2018; Yuval-Davis, 2006). This
process required me to determine which parts of my identity and history to disclose in
building relationality and bridging gaps with participants. Importantly, I had to determine
which aspects of my experience would aid in the process of relationship building without
centring myself in these interactions (Rice, 2009). A full discussion of what resulted from
this embodied reflexive process is included in the final chapter.
I am a fat, white, well-educated, non-binary (gender)queer person with a complex
history of dieting and other weight-cycling practices. I undertook this work with the
understanding that my body history and embodied reality impacts my approach to all my
interactions, including within this research. I embarked on this project with a strong desire
to understand the intergenerational dynamics that have affected and continue to impact
my relationship with my body, food, physical activity, and interactions with others. I have
explored this intergenerational dynamic in previous work (specifically, in a paper titled Fat
Bodies and Biopedagogies: Stories of Abjection, Surveillance and Regulation (unpublished) as
well as in a published paper titled Representations of Fatness in Parents Magazine: A Critical
Discourse Analysis (Cook & Wilson, 2019). In exploring the intergenerational impact of
obesity epidemic narratives, I have also become attuned to the ways in which, culturally,
we blame mothers for their size, the size of their children, and any negative body image
their children may develop. In my own narrative, I have blamed my mother—a largerbodied, chronic dieter herself—for much of my fat trauma, including blaming her for my
own complex relationship with food/eating and ongoing struggles to exist fully in my body

FEELING FAT: THEORIZING INTERGENERATIONAL BODY NARRATIVES THROUGH AFFECT

16

(I intentionally choose the descriptor "larger-bodied" here, as I know that my mother
would recoil at the word fat applied to her, as she reads only negative connotations from
this descriptor). It has been important for me to interrogate this blame, and to understand
how it manifests outside of my story, on a cultural level.
I am not a parent, and I do not know what it is like to birth or raise children. I may
only attempt to understand the complexities of parenthood as an outsider—as a
researcher, a post-partum and childcare worker, an auntie, and a godparent. I am aware
that being an outsider to the experience of parenthood influences my approach to this
study in complex ways. Not being a parent may make me more likely to engage in motherblaming; however, throughout this process, I sought to disengage from mother-blame and
engage in an ongoing process of critical, embodied reflexivity related to this. I have made
concrete attempts to disrupt my own mother-blaming narratives through exploring the
literature related to mother-blame, as well as debriefing conversations and interactions
with various people in my life who are parents. These conversations are always
informative and humbling for me.
Importantly, as a mid-sized fat person (indeed, my body’s size has shifted over the
course of doing this work) who identifies as a fat activist, I have a personal stake in doing
this work. Social and cultural messages related to fatness have impacted my physicality and
over my lifespan my engagement with these messages has shaped and reshaped my
material reality. Approximately 14 years ago, I made the decision in my adult life to
disengage from weight cycling/intentional weight loss attempts. While conducting this
research, I have interacted with many iterations of weight stigma and its effects. I include
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my full reflections on and analysis of my embodied reflexivity throughout the course of
hearing these stories and doing this work in the final chapter.
Literature Review
Tracing Narratives of Fatness in the Late-Capitalist Anglo-West
Body size is a complex issue with a wide range of perspectives contributing to
bodies of literature related to how fatness is politicized, medicalized, and felt. In this
chapter, I mobilize critical obesity research to discuss some of the ways in which fatness
has been problematized and constructed in obesity research, public health, medicine, and
popular media in the Anglo-West from the 1950s through the first decade of the 21st
century. I focus on this time period because it maps onto the development of obesity
epidemic and various counter-narratives in the Anglo-West. Following this, I will discuss
feminist fat activism that emerged alongside obesity science, and the nascent field of fat
studies that largely grew out of fat activist movements to reclaim and theorize the lived, felt
experience of fatness. Ultimately, I focus this chapter on reviewing key narratives about
fatness—fat as a moral failing; fat as a public health crisis, fat as risky, and fat as
(un)controllable. Understanding the ways in which fatness is storied in the late-capitalist
Anglo-West is important because these narratives inform the very structure of our social
worlds and serve to define and limit the possibilities for diversely positioned fat bodies as
they move through the social world. This framing matters in a material sense—the stories
that we are told about fatness come to bear on what fat children learn about their own
bodies and what that means for their futures.
Fat as a Moral Failing
As a mechanism of weight stigma, obesity epidemic narratives construct fat as ugly,
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unruly, greedy, lazy, horrible, deadly, incompetent, and abject (Kargbo, 2013; Kent, 2001;
Lupton, 2013a; Murray, 2005; Rail, 2012; Rail et al., 2010; Rice, 2014; Throsby, 2007) and
these qualifiers have material impacts on the lived embodiment of fat people. Feminist
scholar Kathleen LaBesco (2001) comments, “the fat body is effectively rendered
uninhabitable. This power of language isn’t purely abstract, either; it enacts physical and
material violence on bodies” (p. 76). This material violence comes to bear on the
psychological, emotional, and physical well-being of fat people. These constructions are
rooted in settler colonial structures, and they influence how fat people are treated socially,
medically, and culturally (Land, 2018).
Within obesity epidemic narratives, fat is storied as a threat to health, morality, and
citizenship at both the population and individual level, and the negative traits that are
associated with fatness (immoral, lazy, greedy, abject, incompetent) are attached to
racialized and marginalized bodies through settler colonial systems that rely on the
subjugation of particular (fat, Indigenous, racialized, poor) bodies (Land, 2018; Strings,
2015). Anti-obesity discourse is a “fleshed tool” (Land, 2018, p.78) that is taken up
disproportionately in popular media with moral applications, so that fat becomes
associated with laziness, incompetence, and lack of self-control (Hartley, 2001; Kargbo,
2013; Throsby, 2007).
The fleshed tools of anti-obesity narratives have a disproportionate impact on fat
bodies that are historically subject to a uniquely intense scrutiny based on race, gender,
and class (Petersen et al., 2014). Trans people experience body shame and weight-based
stigma in ways that intersect with transmisogyny and transphobia, including obstructed
access to gender-affirming surgeries based on body size alone (White, 2020). Black bodies
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have been subjugated and marginalized via slavery and racism, and this historical context
creates a unique experience of embodiment whereby Black women are constructed as
inherently excessive in a physical and moral sense (Strings, 2015; Strings 2019). In Canada,
Indigenous bodies have historically been treated as sub-human, subject to state-sanctioned
displacement and violence (e.g., the Indian Act of 1876, which controlled Indigenous
peoples' relationship to the land, forbid cultural practices, restricted women’s access to
Indigenous identity/status, and restricted political decision-making to men (Ho, 2015; RielJohns, 2016; Shepard et al., 2006). Central to the ongoing project of colonization is the
practice of eugenics through the forced sterilization of Indigenous women—a practice that
official reports suggest only stopped in the 1970s in Canada (Collier, 2017). This context
plays a significant role in the manifestation of weight stigma and the lived reality of fat
embodiment by further limiting the possibilities for fat Indigenous futures. For example,
ongoing practices rooted in eugenics serve to limit the reproductive rights of Indigenous
people and come to bear on fat Indigenous bodies through limited access to reproductive
services for fat birthing people (Friedman et al., 2020; Lamarre et al., 2020).
Fat as a Public Health Crisis
Constructions of fatness and thinness have shifted across time and geographical
location. While fat was once a mark of beauty and prestige in the West, its shift to a marker
of disease and inferiority began to appear after World War II (Fraser, 2009; McPhail, 2017).
Fatness came to be categorized as a disease state starting in the late 19th and early 20th
centuries, specifically in the United States, Canada, Australia, and parts of Europe. In parts
of the global South, for example sub-Saharan Africa, populations were often malnourished
and living in extreme poverty as a direct result of ongoing colonization, and therefore
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obesity was largely not considered a disease outside of the wealthiest parts of the global
North (Renzaho, 2004). By the late 19th century, fat people were considered a potential
harm to themselves, their children, as well as the financial and military success of the
nation (Gilman, 2008).
By 1987, the obesity epidemic began to show up in media reports as a public health
crisis in the United States (Gilman, 2008). This language of "epidemic" was taken up within
wellness and weight-loss industries beginning in the late 1980s and early 1990s (Gilman,
2008) because these industries have a financial interest in the repeated weight-loss
attempts that are born out of obesity epidemic narratives. During the 1990s, a focus on
childhood fatness was gaining force, with the development of school-based weight and
measurement practices, placing fat children on diets, and sending "obesity report cards"
home to parents of fat children. These practices came on the heels of a plethora of alarmist
reporting related to increases in average body size in both children and adults and health
concerns (for example, Dietz & Gortmaker, 1985; Morreale & Schwartz, 1995). Of note,
critical obesity scholar Michael Gard (2011) points out that rates of obesity had already
stabilized at this time, however this “good news” was counter to the growing narrative of
obesity as a public health concern.
In 2000, the World Health Organization (WHO) released a technical report titled
Obesity: Preventing and Managing the Global Epidemic. In this report, the WHO classified
obesity as a disease state, reporting on the prevalence of obesity, its associated health risks,
and the benefits and risks of weight loss (WHO, 2000). Importantly, as fat studies scholar
Charlotte Cooper (2010) points out, this influential report was initially drafted by the
International Obesity Task Force, a committee of health professionals who are funded, at
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least in part, by commercial weight management companies who had a vested interest in
the developing moral panic related to fatness. Critical obesity scholars including Paul
Campos (2004), Michael Gard and Jan Wright (2005) highlight how the WHO report
contributed to this burgeoning panic, which continued throughout the following decades
with the help of doomster media headlines, the proliferation of health and wellness
industry stakeholders, and reality television shows dedicated to the flagellation of fat
people (Ayo, 2012; Farrell, 2011; Sender & Sullivan, 2008).
Fat as Risky
The development and solidification of the so-called obesity epidemic relies on riskfocused discourse at the cultural level that is taken up in the daily lives of the citizens of a
risk society. When fat is storied as inherently risky, attempts are made to bring risky
populations (both fat and potentially fat children and adults) under control via body
management practices such as prescribed, restricted food intake (Alexander & Coveney,
2013; LaBesco, 2001) and weight loss surgery (Boero, 2014). Risk is institutionalized as a
technology of surveillance over marginalized bodies, including fat, poor, disabled, and
racialized bodies (Bombak et al., 2016). One factor that distinguishes the obesity epidemic
from other epidemics is that all bodies are assumed to be at risk of becoming obese, what
varies is simply our degree of risk (Boero, 2007). Thus, fat futures are relegated within risk
discourse to either becoming thin or experiencing early death, threatening the health of
future generations (Brown, 2015; Gard, 2011). The framing of obesity as an epidemic has
the connotation of contagion, advancing the risk-focused message of obesity epidemic
discourse whereby a person may become fat simply by mere contact with fat people
(Elliott, 2007; LaBesco, 2011).

FEELING FAT: THEORIZING INTERGENERATIONAL BODY NARRATIVES THROUGH AFFECT

22

The proliferation of fatness-as-risk narratives set the stage so that by the early 21st
century, obesity was considered a significant enough risk factor to remove children from
the care of their fat parents and to prevent fat people from adopting or fostering children
(Friedman, 2015; Warin et al., 2012). The intensity of this parent blame also highlights a
link between race, class and fatness, where racialized parents from working class and poor
backgrounds are more likely to be under the scrutiny of child welfare systems that are
prone to removing fat children from the care of fat parents (Friedman, 2015). In this way,
the fat as risk narrative portrays fatness as a risk not only to fat parents—specifically
mothers—but to their children through imagined poor parenting practices and lack of selfcontrol (Friedman et al., 2020; Warin et al., 2011)
Fat as (Un)controllable: The Weight-Cycling Industry
While it has become increasingly clear through ongoing research that long-term
weight loss is not a sustainable or viable option for fat people (Bacon & Aphramor, 2011;
Gaesser, 2009; Mann et al., 2007; Wooley & Garner, 1991), doctors and obesity scientists
continue to blame fat patients, marking them as unmotivated or lacking will-power when
weight loss programs fail long-term. Reflecting in the midst of early-2000s obesity panic on
scientists’ and medical professionals’ apparent inability to control obesity via sustained
weight loss, UK-based obesity researcher David Haslam lamented, "the history of obesity is
a history of failure" (Haslam, 2007, p. 31). This repeated failure of weight-loss programs is
why, in this dissertation, I refer to this as the weight-cycling industry rather than the
weight-loss industry.
Because obesity epidemic narratives rely on an ideology that positions fat as
inherently risky, dangerous, and controllable at an individual level, reducing the size of
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overweight and obese patients has been taken on by many medical professionals as a
personal and professional mission. In the latter half of the 20th century, life-long
underfeeding became a proposed medical technique to control weight and maintain weight
loss (Beller, 1977). An in-patient approach to weight loss via extreme caloric restriction of
only 600-800 calories per day (known as in-patient starvation) has been deemed by some
obesity scientists as the optimal approach to ensure weight loss success (Jeffery et al.,
2000). These extreme attempts to control and shrink fat bodies, despite clear evidence that
diets do not work, highlights both the depth and inherent irrationality of obesity epidemic
narratives. Indeed, many medicalized weight loss programs require the same behaviours of
eating disorders, including extreme caloric restriction and adverse psychological effects
related to a preoccupation with food and weight (Wooley & Garner, 1991). While some
weight-cycling programs are nested in medical settings such as in-patient programs and
obesity clinics, the vast majority of these programs are corporate entities that profit off of
the long-term failure of the products they sell (Gilman, 2008; Mann et al., 2007). Obesity
epidemic narratives serve the political and financial interests of a broad array of invested
parties who benefit from the failure of diets and the ensuing weight-cycling of fat people.
The story of one prolific, long-lasting weight cycling program—Weight Watchers
International—is highlighted below to trace the progression and embeddedness of these
programs in the lives of fat people. Weight Watchers gained popularity during the 1980s
and 1990s in North America, and thus overlaps with the burgeoning obesity epidemic
narratives that are the focus of this dissertation. Following a discussion of Weight
Watchers, I will discuss weight loss surgery as an extreme but common example of how
disciplinary technologies are used to tame unruly fat bodies. Both Weight Watchers and
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weight loss surgery provide key examples of a cultural and medicalized fixation on
controlling fatness.
Categorizing Fatness: Body Mass Index
Body Mass Index (BMI) is a weight-to-height ratio that is used to categorize bodies
as underweight, normal, overweight, obese, or morbidly obese. Originally developed by
insurance companies to assess population-level risk, the BMI does not take into account
important individual-level factors such as bodily composition, percentage of body fat,
musculature, or actual amount of adipose tissue (Brown, 2015; Ross, 2005). While BMI has
been well documented by critical obesity scholars as an ineffective indicator of health and
longevity, it continues to be employed by health professionals and lay practitioners to
categorize bodies and determine individual health risk, limit access to medical treatments,
and determine approximation to an idealized ‘normal’ (Campos, 2004; Ellison, 2013; Heyes,
2006; Rail, 2012; Gard & Wright, 2005).
In medical spaces such as doctor’s offices, a patient is “diagnosed” with obesity if
they have a BMI over 30 (Gard & Wright, 2005; Ross, 2005). This diagnosis often shows up
on the patient’s permanent medical record as an independent disease state and can
influence the types and quality of care that a fat patient may access (Rail, 2012). In this
way, BMI is not only used to categorize bodies, but it also serves to define the care a patient
will receive. For example, patients who are classified as “morbidly obese” with a BMI over
40 are often denied surgeries, including cancer, knee/hip replacements, and other
orthopedic surgeries until they significantly reduce their BMI (Graham et al., 2017). As a
biopedagogical tool, despite scientific evidence suggesting its ineffectiveness, the BMI is
used to determine what bodies are worthy of health care.
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Controlling Fatness: Weight Watchers
Weight Watchers International is one of the longest-running and most popular
weight loss programs in North America and around the world, with millions of customers
using the program each year and approximately 50,000 meetings held each week (Moisio &
Beruchashvili, 2010). In fact, Obesity Canada, a national organization focused on managing
obesity, ranks Weight Watchers as the top commercial weight loss program (despite the
fact none of the randomized control trials of weight loss programs or products they
reviewed, including Weight Watchers, were shown to produce clinically significant weight
loss) (Langlois et al., 2021). Weight Watchers is ubiquitous worldwide, particularly in
North America, and provides an in-road for understanding how obesity epidemic
narratives are enacted upon fat bodies through the weight-cycling industry.
Weight Watchers International was founded in 1961 by New Yorker Jean Nidetch
who had recently checked herself into an obesity clinic as what she calls a last-ditch effort
to lose weight (Hendley, 2003). After losing weight at this obesity clinic, Jean began to host
peer support meetings in her living room with other women who were engaged in dieting
as a way to foster collective motivation toward achieving and maintaining weight loss
goals. By 1963, Weight Watchers International was incorporated and grew to host
hundreds of dieters each week in rented spaces such as church basements and meeting
rooms (Hendley, 2003). The foundational beliefs of Weight Watchers were rooted in
Freudian psychoanalysis, drawing on the idea that women were more likely to have an oral
fixation that manifested as chronic overeating (Moisio & Beruchashvili, 2010; Parr, 2019).
The program saw various changes over the years, for example in 1968, psychologist
Richard Stuart developed a behaviour modification plan and in 1978, an exercise
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component was added to the program (Hendley, 2003; Parr, 2019). The dietary component
of the Weight Watchers program was focused on limiting calories through weighing and
measuring food, and disallowing “forbidden” foods such as grapes, alcohol, bagels, and fried
foods during the early days of the program (Hendley, 2003).
Throughout the 1990s and early 2000s, the Weight Watchers program underwent
more changes, with the introduction of prepared frozen foods in the 1990s, and the
introduction of the POINTS Weight-Loss System in 1997 (Langlois et al., 2021). Under the
popular POINTS system, Weight Watchers members are allotted a number of POINTS each
day based on their current weight and age. Each food is assigned a POINTS value, and
members can either look up the POINTS value of common foods in a purchased Weight
Watchers manual, or they can calculate the number of POINTS using a tool that considers
calories, fat grams, and fibre content. Members maintain a food journal, where they write
down everything that they eat each day, along with checking off key nutritional
components such as number of fruits and vegetables consumed each day. In 2017, Weight
Watchers (now WW) underwent rebranding, with celebrity expert endorsement from
Oprah Winfrey and a supposed focus on wellness over weight loss, though members must
still record their weight and track their food consumption meticulously (Parr, 2019). For
members who opt for an online membership, the WW space exists within a phone app
(Langlois et al., 2021), and the opportunities for tracking weight loss “success” are in the
pocket of the member at all times, distributed across and integrated within all moments of
the users’ life, rather than in a concentrated two-hour in-person session each week.
The core aspect of the Weight Watchers program that has remained stable
throughout its decades of operation is its support group model, where members come
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together each week, led by a group leader—a Weight Watchers member who has reached
their goal weight (Heyes, 2006; Moisin & Beruchashvili, 2010). These Weight Watchers
meetings follow the same pattern in each location, where members enter the meeting
space, pay their weekly fee, and then are weighed by a volunteer or Weight Watchers staff
member in a semi-private location, usually behind a screen. Members generally remove any
extra clothing and jewellery, for example shoes, jackets, and watches, before they are
weighed (Boero, 2014). The volunteer shares the member’s weight loss or gain with them,
and then writes the member’s weight on their weight tracking card and files it away for the
following week. After being weighed in, members gather with the leader of the group and
share their weekly testimonials. This involves members sharing with the group how much
weight they either lost or gained, as well as any specific milestones they may have met that
week (Boero, 2014; Heyes, 2006; Moisio & Beruchashvili, 2010). The leader of the group
hands out small tokens to members who have reached milestones—for example, stickers,
magnets, and key chains. Milestones in the Weight Watchers program include losing 10%
of one’s initial body weight, losing 25lbs, and reaching one’s goal weight (Martin, 2000;
Moiso & Beruchashvili, 2010). After these testimonials and subsequent celebrations, the
group leader shares the week’s lesson, usually through inspirational stories, expert
knowledge, and/or group discussion (Moisio & Beruchashvili, 2010). Once a member
reaches their goal weight and maintains it for six weeks, they are considered a lifetime
member and no longer need to pay their weekly fee, as long as they weigh in at least once
per month and stay within two pounds of their goal weight (Lockford, 1996). Through its
stable peer support design, Weight Watchers relies on an array of techniques including
self-surveillance (through food measurement, POINTS counting, reduced food intake),
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group surveillance (at weekly meetings) and expert-peer knowledges (from Weight
Watchers employees and group leaders) to integrate discipline in the lives of its members
(Heyes, 2006).
The testimonial portion of the Weight Watchers meeting is a particularly unique and
affectively charged component of this weight-cycling program. The affective nature of this
public weight loss “success” sharing must be underscored. Participants who have lost
weight in the previous week are ecstatic about their proximity to their pre-determined
weight-loss goal, often shouting their testimonials of “I lost 0.2 pounds this week!” or “I lost
0.4 pounds this week!” while other members cheer and congratulate them (Heyes, 2006;
Moiso & Beruchashvili, 2010). The “progress” that is represented by these changes in
weight are the main purpose of this space. Having attended Weight Watchers meetings
with my own mother on and off from the age of 12 until 20, I can attest to the intensity of
this testimonial space, where members offer one another advice and solidarity when they
gain weight and strategize together for success in future weeks. Having been in practice for
more than five decades, Weight Watchers itself is an intergenerational phenomenon, with
multiple generations of fat people—mostly white, middle class women—engaging with this
program over the life span (Besio & Marusek, 2015).
Eliminating Fatness: Weight Loss Surgery
At their most extreme, obesity epidemic narratives foster an environment where fat
people are presented with surgical options to permanently limit the size and functional
capacity of their stomachs. There are several weight loss surgeries that are commonly
conducted on fat bodies classified by the BMI as “morbidly obese”—i.e., having a BMI over
40—and having at least one comorbidity including but not limited to diabetes, heart
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disease, psychological distress, and high blood pressure (Graham et al., 2017). The most
common weight loss surgeries conducted in North America are Roux-en-Y gastric sleeve,
gastric bypass, lap band, revision surgery, and biliopancreatic diversion (Whitesel &
Shuman, 2016), all of which serve to limit the stomach’s capacity for food and some of
which (e.g., Roux-en-Y) serve to also reduce the body’s ability to absorb nutrients by
bypassing a section of the small intestine (Whitesel & Shuman, 2016).
Doctors often present weight loss surgery as the only remaining viable option for
very fat people, including fat adolescents, highlighting the coercive nature of the weight
loss surgery decision-making process (Morgan, 2011; Trainer & Benjamin, 2016). Because
fat people are constructed as inherently unmotivated, lazy, and lacking self-control, weight
loss surgery is considered a last-ditch effort to control the fat person’s eating habits by
altering the body’s ability to function. Critical fat studies scholars have oft referred to
weight loss surgery as “stomach amputation”, highlighting the extreme nature of operating
on and reducing the functionality of an otherwise healthy stomach that is situated in a
pathologized fat body (Morgan, 2011). This serves to place the tools of surveillance and
control of fatness within the body of the fat person.
Many post-operative patients experience lifelong side effects after weight loss
surgery. While some obesity scientists report a decrease in depression and anxiety
immediately following weight loss surgery, they also note that these outcomes peak at
approximately one year post-operation, which is the time when patients tend to have lost
the most significant amount of weight and approach a thin ideal, with weight re-gain often
beginning in the third year after surgery (Kubik et al., 2013). Weight re-gain in postoperative patients is associated with increased depression and anxiety, suggesting a
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relationship between amount of weight lost or gained and overall mental health (Kubik et
al., 2013). Other mental health outcomes for people who have had weight loss surgery
include self-harm and intentional overdose (Bhatti et al., 2015). Long term physiological
side effects include chronic malnutrition, nutrient deficiency; infection, internal bleeding,
vomiting, and diarrhea (Groven et al., 2010; Throsby, 2008). Participants in post-operative
studies also report overall poorer health after surgery, including the onset of dizziness,
chronic pain, and weakness (Groven et al., 2010). Overall, weight loss surgeries fail quite
frequently, with approximately half of lap band and Roux-en-Y surgeries failing after 10
years and 40 – 50% of patients experiencing adverse events in this same time period
(Spivak et al., 2012).
Patients also experience a common side effect called dumping where undigested
food that was eaten either too quickly or in too great a quantity is regurgitated with
urgency (Throsby, 2008). This puts post-operative patients in a position of frequently
needing to leave dinner tables in order to dump in private—a side effect that leads to
significant distress and difficulty engaging in social eating (Groven et al., 2010). Dumping is
the body’s way of ensuring that only a small amount of food may enter the stomach at a
given time and is considered a sign that the surgery is successful (Graham et al., 2017;
Throsby, 2008). This phenomenon highlights how weight loss surgery serves to internalize
weight-related narratives about obesity so that a person is physically unable to keep food
down, theoretically preventing them from remaining fat.
Obesity narratives story fat, particularly very fat, people as lacking in self-control
and requiring surgical intervention to facilitate the body’s control over itself. Weight loss
surgeons often rely on blame-free explanations for fatness before surgery, storying weight
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loss surgery as the only viable option for fat people who have tried to lose weight on many
occasions with little success (Groven et al., 2010). Rather than marking the failure of diets
as a problem of weight-cycling attempts and pointing to alternate frameworks such as
Health at Every Size that do not rely on thinness as a prerequisite for health (Bacon, 2008),
weight loss surgeons place the explanation for failure within the body of the fat person,
blaming genetics or physiological issues that make weight loss difficult or impossible
(Groven et al., 2010). At the same time, however, when weight loss surgeries fail, surgeons
blame their patients, citing a lack of self-control over maintaining the required postoperative limitations of food intake long-term (Boero, 2014).
The Limits of Critical Obesity Studies
Critical obesity research offers a reasoned approach to highlighting the
contradictions in conventional obesity research by analyzing the methodological and
interpretational limitations of obesity science (Gard, 2011; Wright & Harwood, 2009). This
work is important for understanding both the power and limitations of obesity research
and for reconfiguring the often-problematic claims about the relationship between fatness,
health, and mortality (Brown, 2015; Gard, 2011). However, there are limits to this type of
post-positivist, reasoned approach, specifically that it fails to account for the embodied,
affective experience of navigating the world in a fat body.
A feminist affective analysis can explain some of the contradictions that critical
obesity research cannot, for example how intent obesity science remains on eliminating fat
bodies despite the overwhelming evidence that a) diets do not work (Mann et al., 2007) b)
obesity is not—in and of itself—a clear and independent contributor to all-cause mortality
(Gard, 2011; Gard & Wright, 2005), c) there are widespread measurement issues within
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obesity science, e.g., BMI. (Campos, 20004; Ross, 2005), and d) weight stigma that results
from obesity epidemic narratives has negative effects on population-level health outcomes
(Brewis, 2014). Obesity epidemic narratives continue to proliferate despite these
reasoned, logical criticisms from critical obesity research. The current study seeks to
address some of the gaps that are created by this tension by looking at the
intergenerational and affective components and effects of weight-based stigma from a
critical fat studies perspective.
Feeling and Re-Storying Fat through Critical Fat Studies
An important gap that is left by critical obesity studies and is addressed within the
current study is centering the embodied knowledge of fat people through stories. In line
with an anti-colonial approach, stories can act as their own form of theory and research to
frame how we understand and relate to the world and ourselves (Friedman et al., 2020;
Russell & Cameron, 2016). Amidst the medical obesity research, there is a particular story
that is told and re-told about fat bodies and their proximity to illness and death, as well as
stories about weight loss as an attainable and reasonable treatment plan. In critical obesity
research, logic and reason are used to systematically dismantle obesity science and reconstruct a different story about the tenuous and uncertain connections between fatness
and ill health. Critical obesity researchers re-story weight loss as statistically unlikely and
the resulting weight-cycling as harmful to one’s health. Using an intersectional feminist
approach to fat studies scholarship, this study accounts for the storied and embodied
experience of fatness through an affective lens.
Throughout this dissertation, I will engage with critical obesity research where
necessary, however this work draws on critical cultural theory, feminist theories, and affect
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theory and is deeply rooted and aligned with critical fat studies and the work of fat
liberation. Both fat activism and fat studies as a field represent diverse voices and
arguments that highlight the effects of weight stigma on the emotional and material reality
for diversely positioned fat people. Fat activist movements pre-date much of the obesity
and critical obesity literature (Cooper, 2010; Gard, 2011) and are rooted in feminist
thinking about the subjugation and material control of women’s bodies (Bordo, 1993;
Harwood, 2009). Fat activism informed and developed alongside the emergent scholarly
field of fat studies (Harwood, 2009). Most of the academic work in the field of fat studies,
particularly that which considers a more global, intersectional context, has taken place in
the last 15 years (Cooper, 2010).
Early fat activism was rooted in second wave feminism and sought alternative
explanations for obesity (e.g., biological differences, environmental causes; see, for
example, Orbach, 1978; Schoenfielder & Wieser, 1983) that countered notions of individual
blame for and control over body size. As the field of fat studies grew, diverse perspectives
from health sciences, social sciences, and humanities-related fields have come to light with
varying approaches to storying and theorizing fatness. For example, fat scholars have
written about fat in diverse contexts, including but not limited to: obesity narratives as
biopedagogies (Harwood, 2009), spatial discrimination of fat people (Kwan, 2010 );
disability and fatness (Aphramor, 2009); fatness and neoliberalism in public health policy
(LaBesco, 2011); fat shame in popular media (Hirdman, 2016), the materiality of fat (Land,
2018); fat and risk discourses (Lupton, 2013a, b), and fat pedagogy (Russell & Cameron,
2016). The work of critical fat studies has been taken up in a wide range of disciplines, from
education and geography to sociology, psychology, and even religious and consumer
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studies. The rich field of fat studies offers a breadth of analysis on issues of living life in a
fat body and connections to social structures of inequality.
This dissertation takes up the call of fat studies scholars to engage in fat scholarship
that is intersectional and embodied while attending to the affective flows of fat life in a
context of weight stigma (Friedman et al., 2020). Speaking to fat pedagogy scholars (a field
that emerged from and works alongside critical fat studies), Constance Russell and Erin
Cameron (2016) end their edited volume, The Fat Pedagogy Reader, with a Fat Pedagogy
Manifesto—a list of declarations and calls to action for the field of fat pedagogy. They
highlight the need to engage with the affective realities of fat life in doing fat pedagogy as
follows: “the affective turn that is occurring in many disciplines…makes it increasingly
clear that knowledge alone is insufficient in making change. Fat pedagogy would do well to
remember this” (Russell & Cameron, 2016, p. 255). Engaging with these calls for critical
intersectional and affective scholarship may serve to move the field of fat studies forward,
thickening our analyses of fat and its intergenerational mechanisms, and filling some of the
gaps left by post-positivist critical obesity research.
This dissertation does not engage directly with debates about health and body size.
These debates have been well articulated, as this literature review has discussed. This
dissertation acknowledges this ongoing debate, as well as the lived experience of suffering
for people who do have illnesses and/or disabilities that may be related to their body size.
At the same time, the current study argues strongly against weight stigma and related
health assumptions that target fat bodies. Chrisler and Barney (2017), alongside other
scholars in the fields of critical public health, critical obesity studies, and fat studies have
convincingly argued that weight stigma has material impacts on physical and mental health
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and is not productive of health promotion. This study operates adjacent to the health-andbody-size debate, holding the complexity and uncertainty of science with the lived
experiences of fat people.
Analyzing Intergenerationality Through Mother Blame
The parent/caregiver-child relationship is extremely important and often fraught,
particularly as it relates to experiences of embodied difference that transgress societal
expectations of what is "good" and "fit" (Maor, 2012). While the embodied relationship
between parents/caregivers and children is formative, unique, and important, there is also
a strong tendency toward blaming parents—mothers specifically—for both negative bodily
experiences including a negative self-image, as well as for "the obesity epidemic" in general
(Jackson et al., 2007; Petersen et al., 2014).
The concept of mother-blame was suggested in 2015 by feminist authors Reimer
and Sahagian as an intersectional concept that describes "how the world is structured to
persecute mothers" (Reimer & Sahagian, 2015, p. 5). Rooted in complex systems of
marginalization, including racism, classism and sexism, mother-blame creates unrealistic
expectations for mothers, as well as social, moral, and legal repercussions when mothers
are not able to meet these expectations. Expectations begin even before conception, when
potential mothers are warned against the unlikelihood of becoming pregnant while fat, as
well as the risks of being pregnant while fat (LaMarre et al., 2020; McPhail et al., 2016;
Warin et al., 2012).
Mothers are often framed as the primary caregivers when it comes to preventing
child fatness, feeding their children and maintaining their children's nutritional lives
(Jackson et al., 2007; Maher et al., 2010; Mitchinson, 2016; Peterson et al., 2014). Parenting
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style, mothers' eating habits, and mother-child interactions related to food are all heavily
researched in connection to child fatness, particularly as it relates to blaming mothers for
this fatness (Boero, 2009; Kalinowski et al., 2012). For fat parents and mothers of fat
children, the repercussions are severe, leading fat people to have difficulty adopting
children as a result of their body size and causing parents of fat children to have their
children removed from their care (Friedman, 2015; Warin et al., 2012). Similar to adult
obesity, child obesity is positioned as a moral issue, with the blame placed squarely on
parents, specifically mothers, and a plethora of parenting advice directed at mothers via
public health and popular media (Maher et al., 2010; Quirke, 2016). Research by
McCallister (2016) suggests that contrary to common mother-blame and public health
narratives related to body size, there is not one correct or superior way to parent. Rather,
parenting knowledge is inherently situated, contextual, and relational, often rooted in
embodied knowledges (McCallister, 2016). While mothers are positioned as responsible for
preventing and treating childhood obesity, they are also responsible for developing a
positive body image in young children, particularly daughters (Maor, 2012). One of the key
tensions of this dissertation is interrogating parent/caregiver-child body narratives
without relying on mother-blame as a tool for conceptualizing the impacts of a parent's
weight stigma on their adult child.
Race, Class, and Parenthood
Fat mothers, racialized mothers, and poor mothers experience complex and often
severe pressure, as they are positioned as failed citizens simply by virtue of their embodied
selves and social marginalization (Boero, 2007, 2009; Friedman, 2015). Black women and
Indigenous women have had their humanity, body sovereignty, and parenting practices
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threatened historically and in the present historical moment via Western imperialism and
colonization (Collins, 2000). For example, in Canada, the Sixties Scoop saw scores of
Indigenous children removed from their families and communities and placed with
(mostly) white foster families (LeFrancois, 2013; Shepard et al., 2006). This widespread
disruption of Indigenous families and communities was just one tool in the ongoing project
of colonization that separated Indigenous people—in this case, children—from their
culture, families, and intergenerational teachings (Shepard et al., 2006). Fat hatred and
mother blame come to figure significantly in the lives of racialized and Indigenous parents,
where race is assumed to biologically impact body size (Fee, 2006) and parenting ability,
fuelling the so-called obesity epidemic in children through imagined intergenerational
transfer of both physiological fatness and personal traits that are storied as causing fatness,
for example lack of self-control and motivation (Firth, 2012). In this historical and social
context, racism and colonization increase the potency with which Indigenous and racialized
parents experience mother-blame and parenthood generally (Petersen et al., 2014).
Historically, fatness has related to being poor and/or working class (Nurka, 2014).
Public health campaigns aimed at reducing fatness and controlling food intake are targeted
at racialized and working-class mothers (Boero, 2009), and are generally focused on
education. Educational campaigns geared toward working-class and poor mothers, for
example, may focus on healthy food choices or how to identify “good” versus “bad” foods.
This focus on education implies that racialized and working-class mothers simply lack the
knowledge required to feed their families appropriately. When rates of child obesity do not
change as a result of education-based interventions in these communities, it is racialized
and working-class mothers who are then labeled as resistant to public health messaging,
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and further blamed for the anticipated side effects of their children's body size (Boero,
2009; Nurka, 2014).
Impact on Fat Kids: You Just Have to Hope You're Not the Fattest Kid in the Class
The tools of weight stigma are deployed upon fat children in various settings,
including schools, doctor's offices, other medical settings, and the family home. These tools
include public or semi-public weighing and other body measurements, attempts at weight
management such as forced dieting and strenuous exercise, and school-based physical
education programs that target child obesity. At their most extreme, anti-fat strategies and
policies put fat children in contact with weight loss surgeons and the child welfare system,
disrupting their development and family relationships, and potentially uprooting their lives
(Friedman, 2015).
Obesity epidemic narratives in Canada have historically shown up in schools and
recreational spaces geared toward children via fitness testing, dress codes, furniture, and
student placement in class pictures (Rice, 2007). Canada Fitness—a program aimed at
increasing the fitness of Canadian school children—ran from 1970 to 1992 and involved a
number of fitness-based competitions whereby school children could earn gold, silver, and
bronze medals for their achievements in various physical activities (Rice, 2007). The move
to monitor and control fat children's bodies has intensified over the last 10 to 15 years,
with efforts such as Michelle Obama's "Let's Move!" initiative in the United States in 2010,
the advent of the National Child Measurement Program in the United Kingdom in 2006
(Evans & Colls, 2009), and the re-launch of the "ParticipACTION" campaign in Canada in
2007 (Plotnikoff et al., 2009). Originally launched in Canada in 1971, ParticipACTION was
re-formulated and re-launched in an effort to increase physical activity and fitness among
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Canadian youth, including specific efforts geared toward addressing obesity in children
(Barnes et al., 2016; Ellison, 2013).
In her study of the discursive effects of late 1990s and early 2000s obesity
narratives on Canadian youth, Rail (2009) reported that participants framed health as
something that they were personally responsible for achieving and maintaining, which
included having a thin body. Rail (2009) astutely highlights the concerning nature of these
individualistic health beliefs given the well-researched impacts of macro-level factors that
have direct and far-reaching impact on health, such as poverty and access to housing. When
responsibility for health outcomes is placed on the individual, particularly during
childhood and adolescence, it is not surprising that young people internalize weight stigma
and act accordingly in an ever-intensifying attempt to control their body size.
Widespread attempts to effectively eliminate the "problem" of fat children have
material impacts for the ways in which fat children navigate public and private spaces.
Young people who are considered overweight and obese are likely to experience bullying at
school, while school is simultaneously a site of health promotion campaigns that seek to
monitor and manage fat children, perpetuating their alienation (Puhl & King, 2013;
Sweeting & West, 2001). Not only are young people painfully aware of social and cultural
narratives that problematize fatness as an independent health risk, but they also strive to
obtain and/or maintain a thin, ideal body shape at all costs, sometimes engaging in
disordered eating patterns that hold significant long-term health risks (Lian et al., 2018;
Rail, 2009). Taken together, these mechanisms of obesity epidemic narratives serve to
encourage the development of body shame, disordered eating, and life-long struggles with
weight and self-image, all rooted in weight-based stigma.
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Chapter Two: Theoretical Frameworks
This chapter presents the theoretical grounding for this dissertation. I begin this
chapter with a conversation about the ways in which intersectionality has been
conceptualized, contested, and applied, followed by a description of how I engaged
intersectionality throughout the entirety of this dissertation. Next, I discuss biopower and
biopedagogy, beginning with an account of Foucault’s framing of these concepts and
moving to an analysis of how biopedagogy has been theorized within sociological, feminist,
and fat studies work. This is followed by an analysis of the tensions and opportunities
between these theoretical perspectives in the context of fatness, and finally a discussion of
how Sara Ahmed’s feminist affect theory will be mobilized in this dissertation to create new
insights related to the affective and material realities of fat embodiment in context. Finally,
this chapter ends with an outline of the current study’s objectives and research questions.
Intersectionality: Contestations and Applications
Intersectionality, initially developed by Black feminists (see Combahee River
Collective, 1977; Crenshaw, 1989; Collins, 1990; 2000) to describe the unique experience
of multiple oppressions, has been applied as both a theoretical and methodological
framework (Carastathis, 2014). As a theoretical and methodological tool, intersectionality
has been successful in fostering deeper understandings of oppression and the ways in
which complex marginalization manifests in social structures, as well as in our day-to-day
interactions (Collins, 2019). In many ways, and despite its original intended applications,
intersectionality has been taken up by some in an additive, simplistic way, whereby
oppressions are listed or stacked, suggesting that it is possible, even necessary, to
disaggregate or fragment embodied identity (Carastathis, 2016; Rice, Pendleton Jiménez, et
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al., 2020; Yuval-Davis, 2006). While a full exploration of intersectionality's contestations is
outside the scope of this dissertation, it is essential to engage with this literature to
facilitate a meaningful application of intersectionality within this work.
Some of the key points of contention that researchers and theorists have expressed
are that intersectionality: lacks a theoretical explanatory power; has been taken up to
frame identity as made up of static, fixed categories; has been used with an assumption that
people's lived realities can be disaggregated by identity category; and that marginalized
identity categories have been situated as homogenous groups with a single shared identity
(Carastathis, 2016; Friedman, 2020; Rice, Pendleton Jiménez, et al., 2020). The implications
of these issues have been, in some cases, an additive approach to intersectional analyses
that fails to capture the true complexity of embodied reality. A failure to capture a truly
intersectional understanding of oppressions and lived experience from an embodied
perspective threatens to silence experiences of marginalization and reinforce existing
power structures.
Despite contestations in the literature, intersectionality holds promise as a
theoretical frame for working across and within embodied complexity. Intersectionality
spans across academic scholarship and activist spaces and is therefore a useful tool for
theorizing broad social change (Collins, 2019). A multitude of metaphors and frameworks
have been used to describe intersectionality. Puar (2007, 2012), extending the work of
Deleuze, brings forth assemblage theory as a way to frame and understand the unique
experience of intersecting and coalescing oppressions. Within assemblage theory, identity
categories "are considered events, actions, and encounters between bodies, rather than
simply entities and attributes of subjects" (Puar, 2012, p. 58). Assemblage theory
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reconfigures intersectionality as inherently relational, where identity categories are not
static or stable, and cannot be disaggregated (Carastathis, 2016; Puar, 2012; Rice,
Pendleton Jiménez, et al., 2020). In this relational use of intersectionality, the embodied,
lived experience of marginalization and privilege cannot be made more comprehensible by
fragmentation of gender, race, ability, class, and body size. For example, when I am walking
down the street and a passerby yells at me from their car, as they nearly hit me in a
crosswalk, "Get on a treadmill, fat dyke!" it is impossible to know whether this act of
violence is primarily an expression of fatphobia, homophobia, or sexism, nor is attempting
to figure this out a productive activity. In fact, my embodied experience is a unique
coalescence of these oppressions enacted upon me in a moment of interaction. Was I
spared further insult or physical injury because I am white, and therefore racially
unmarked in this public space? Intersectionality as a relational event embedded in shifting
power structures allows for an embodied approach to conceptualizing difference and
power. Rice, Pendleton Jiménez, and colleagues (2020) note, "Through an embodied and
embedded view of intersectionality, we appreciate embodied persons as dynamic, affective,
and emergent, shaped by and shaping their worlds" (p. 195). A situated, relational
approach to intersectionality-as-assemblage also opens opportunities to incorporate an
affective dimension to intersectional analysis.
The current study engages with intersectionality in an embodied and embedded
manner that allows for complexity and affective movement within participants’ stories of
their lived experiences. As a theoretical framework, intersectionality calls upon fat studies
scholars to engage in deeper analyses that speak to not only harmful mechanisms of weight
stigma, but also intersecting systems such as anti-Black racism, colonization, ableism, and

FEELING FAT: THEORIZING INTERGENERATIONAL BODY NARRATIVES THROUGH AFFECT

43

classism that create the very structures to uphold these harmful mechanisms. An in-depth
analysis of the embodied experience of fatness requires an interrogation of these systems
and how they impact disabled fat people, Black and Indigenous people, superfat people,
trans and non-binary fats, and people of colour (Pause, 2014).
Historically, fat studies research has tended to centre the voices and experiences of
those who hold power (i.e., white, middle class, smaller fat people) while silencing those
who represent marginalized embodiments (racialized and Indigenous, working class,
disabled, larger fat people) (Rinaldi et al., 2020). Even when striving for equity in research,
we make attempts to be more inclusive while still centring the voices and experiences of
those with power. An intersectional approach asks researchers to re-think inclusivity by
thoughtfully and intentionally analyzing within the intersections (Carstathis, 2013; Davis,
2008; Collins, 2015). In the current study, I sought to engage with calls to thicken fat
studies by putting into conversation intersectionality theory and critical fat studies in an
embodied, affective manner (Rinaldi et al., 2020).
Biopower and Biopedagogy
In Foucauldian terms, bio-power is an essential component for the success of
capitalism and involves the subjugation of bodies for the purposes of controlling
populations (Foucault, 1977; 1987). This control is almost entirely invisible and impacts
the ways in which individuals conduct their lives, navigate their environments, and manage
their bodies. Governmentality is a core component of bio-power whereby individuals come
to internalize social structures and engage in self-surveillance and self-management
behaviours (Foucault, 1977; Markula, 2008). Foucault (1977) notes, “Societal control was
internalized by the obedient citizens, the docile bodies, as an invisible gaze tirelessly
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watched for signs of deviance” (p. 137). Technologies of the self are the actions and
techniques that individuals engage in to conduct themselves within the guidelines of biopower. These include the “infinitesimal surveillances, permanent controls, extremely
meticulous orderings of space” (Foucault, 1977, p. 264) that are created by dominant
institutional power structures for the purposes of regulating populations.
Sociologists and feminist scholars have taken up the concept of biopedagogy to
think through how biopower is enacted upon bodies. Biopedagogies are “the loose
collection of moralized information, advice, and instruction about bodies, minds, and health
that works to control people by using praise and shame alongside ‘expert knowledge’ to
urge conformity to mental norms” (Rice et al., 2018, p. 667). Feminist fat studies and
embodiment scholars have taken up biopedagogy as a way of understanding how biopower
is enacted upon fat bodies via measurement and categorization, physical education in
schools, weight-cycling programs, medical interventions such as weight loss surgery, media
representations (e.g., reality television shows such as The Biggest Loser), and public health
programs (e.g., ParticipACTION). Through this pedagogical process, anti-fat narratives have
become pervasive and the expectation of bodily management practices, including
intentional weight loss, is prevalent in all aspects of public and private life (Bordo, 1993;
Wright & Harwood, 2009; Rich, 2011).
Sociologist Basil Bernstein (2001) introduced the idea of the totally pedagogized
society, positing that in a late-capitalist, neoliberal society, individuals are positioned as
lifelong learners, malleable by pedagogical tools dispersed throughout the social world that
impart expert knowledges (Bernstein, 2001; Morais, 2006; Rice et al., 2018; Singh, 2002;
Zembylas, 2021). For Bernstein and others, biopedagogy creates a link between micro-level
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(i.e., individual) actions and macro-level (i.e., societal) power and control relations (Singh
et al., 2019). Further to this, neoliberalism acts as an affective event, where the policies and
practices associated with biopedagogy in a neoliberal context rely on the emergence of
collective affects such as fear and anger (Zembylas, 2021).
In a totally pedagogized society, biopedagogy serves to render fat people as flexible
consumers through systems of body manipulation such as weight cycling programs that
teach fat people how to have a good, fit, and moral (that is, thin) body and how to live a
good life (Harwood, 2009). A biopedagogical approach to health promotion in neoliberal
societies places responsibility for health outcomes on and within individuals through a
process of responsibilization (Rose, 2000), where surveillance is internalized (Harwood,
2009). In this way, inequitable outcomes that may have previously been addressed at the
level of government (for example, securing a basic income and safe housing to promote the
health of citizens), become the responsibility of individuals (for example, engaging in
repeated weight loss attempts to achieve a thin and “healthy” body) (Ayo, 2012).
Biopedagogy is one way that the so-called war on obesity is written on the fat body,
by way of measurements, from weighing and BMI calculations to skin fold measurements,
waist circumference assessments, and fitness trackers worn on the body, all of which serve
to make the body a political and moral space (Bordo, 1993; Butler-Wall, 2015; Morgan,
2011). As biopedagogies, prescriptive weight-cycling regimes such as Weight Watchers
have been storied as weapons in the "war on obesity" which, consequently, also become
weapons in the war on fat people (Rail, 2012; Satsinsky & Ingraham, 2014). Biopedagogy is
a relational and cultural practice that serves to produce knowledge through both public
and private spaces, including schools and within family practices (Harwood, 2009).

FEELING FAT: THEORIZING INTERGENERATIONAL BODY NARRATIVES THROUGH AFFECT

46

This dissertation engages the concepts of biopower and biopedagogy to frame the
societal-level narratives that are enacted upon bodies and to frame how these narratives
come to configure fat bodies as moral failures.
Theoretical Entanglements and Opportunities
While a Foucauldian theoretical approach is productive for thinking through the
social and cultural narratives related to fatness, it is limited in a number of important ways.
This approach and the related moral panic framework have been criticized for
oversimplifying agency and power, treating individuals as passive recipients of media and
other messaging, and tending to actively exclude emotion from the conversation (Fraser et
al., 2010). As a field, critical fat studies has tended to focus on discourse and constructions
of the fat subject while failing to prioritize the materiality of fat subjectivity—that is, the
felt reality of navigating a world governed by anti-fat narratives (Rice, 2015). Corporeal
feminist scholar Elizabeth Grosz (1993) conceptualizes bodies as "the centers of
perspective, insight, reflection, desire, agency...bodies are not inert; they function
interactively and productively. They act and react. They generate what is new, surprising,
unpredictable" (p. xi). This dissertation seeks to highlight connections between
biopedagogy and the materiality of fat embodiment with an affective lens. Grosz's approach
of centralizing the materiality of bodies provides guidance for locating the current work
within the body, and subsequently understanding the social influences on the embodied,
affective experience. Bodies are more than a passive surface on which discourse is written.
Rather, bodies are an active, ever-shifting culmination of lived and felt experience and
future potential. To reduce fat bodies to nothing more than passive receptors of social and
cultural discourse is to risk perpetuating the conceptualization of fat bodies as passive,
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lazy, inactive, and lacking self-control (Colls, 2007). Affect theory is one way in which we
can shift perspective beyond the mechanisms of discourse to understanding the lived
reality of fatness via affective inscriptions. This turn toward the affective world creates
theoretical opportunities for new insights into how social and cultural discourse related to
bodies is felt, internalized, and rejected.
From the Discursive to the Affective: The Felt Reality of Weight Stigma
Affect theory provides an opportunity to theorize intergenerational body narratives
related to fatness integrated alongside social and cultural discourse to understand the
messages and affective realities that may be unarticulated. Affect is one dimension of how
the social and cultural milieu and its related power structures are integrated into the
embodied, felt experience (Mann, 2018). Intergenerational messages about bodies and the
management of body size/shape have a unique quality that is felt—it is a visceral,
concentrated interaction between parent or caregiver and child that is expressed,
absorbed, and/or rejected verbally, emotionally, behaviorally, overtly and covertly. Affect
theory can help to create a link between social discourse and the felt, embodied experience
because affect itself is both embodied and relational (Fischer, 2018; Maher et al., 2010).
While theorists ascribing to various iterations of affect theory have varied
approaches to conceptualizing affect, this dissertation engages the work of feminist cultural
affect theorist Sara Ahmed (e.g., Ahmed, 2004a, b; 2010a) in seeking to understand how
affect is produced and flows between bodies as an inherently relational process. In this
case, affect describes a connection between the somatic experience and the social world.
Affect, in this sense, is not a tangible phenomenon, but rather:
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…as a gradient of bodily capacity—a supple incrementalism of ever-modulating
force-relations—that rises and falls not only along various rhythms and modalities
of encounter but also through the troughs and sieves of sensation and sensibility.
(Seigworth & Gregg, 2010, p. 2)
As an inherently relational process, affect "marks a body's belonging to a world of
encounters" (Seigworth & Gregg, 2010, p. 2). The body is in a constant state of becoming,
and affect plays an integral, pre- or non-conscious role in this becoming.
Affect theory engages with the ways in which particular objects, even particular
interactions, are imbued with affective meaning. Bodies are drawn toward what Ahmed
(2004a, b; 2010) refers to as "happy objects". Similarly, a negative or harmful object,
interaction, or even simply unmaterialized threat will cause a turning away (Massumi,
2010). Ahmed (2010b) notes, "if something is close to a happy object then it can become
happy by association" (p. 32). In a Western context of risk-focused obesity epidemic
narratives, people become affectively linked with the experience of bodily
manipulation/management—of becoming thinner, more fit, less fat—because of social and
interpersonal praise for these behaviours and the subsequent value that is given to
obtaining a thinner body. Not only does positive affect signal what is good and what is
valued, but it also signals what is necessary for a good life and what is possible for the future
(Ahmed, 2010b). In her writing on hate, Ahmed (2001) poses the following question: “What
happens to those bodies that are encountered as objects of hate, as having the
characteristics of ‘unlikeness’?” (p. 358). Responding to this question is one way that this
dissertation will take up affect theory in the context of fatness and intergenerationality.
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Risk narratives that are mobilized within obesity epidemic narratives act as
unmaterialized threats that invoke negative affect such as fear, shame, and disgust (Lupton,
2013b). The social and cultural narratives related to fatness described earlier in this
chapter work to culturally produce these affective flows related to fat embodiment
(Norman et al., 2014). That is, "the big body is not in itself a source of shame; it only
becomes so when others see it as shameful” (Wright et al., 2012; p. 689). Fat hatred-conceptualized as a constellation of negative emotions, including fear, disgust, shame and
disdain—flows through relationships and subjectivities so that the negative affect
associated with fatness sticks to bodies marked as fat and otherwise worthy of hate and
unworthy of care and effort (Rinaldi et al., 2020).
Affect theory has been taken up by fat studies scholars to date in limited, but
significant, ways (see for example, Fraser et al., 2010; Lupton, 2015; Norman et al., 2014;
Phillipson, 2013; Rinaldi et al., 2020). Few authors have taken up affect theory in this
particular context, despite the fact that obesity epidemic narratives are steeped in affect:
hate, fear, disgust, and shame. Affect theory is mobilized in the current study to provide a
deep, rich analysis of lived, embodied and intergenerational experience. Colls (2007)
describes the layers of fat on the human body in terms of subcutaneous, deep, and visceral,
where narratives about fatness tend to be about the deep fat—the fatty tissue that is most
impacted by weight gain or loss, the fat that we feel when we move, the flab that we can
literally grab and feel (Colls, 2007). This dissertation aims to theorize how our
understandings of fat bodies and the materiality of fatness are felt on the visceral level,
particularly within intergenerational relationships. Here, visceral refers to a less tangible,
but certainly physiological layer of feeling.
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In addition, this dissertation explores how affect moves, particularly how affect gets
stuck to certain objects and transfers between generations. Ahmed (2001) argues that hate
becomes stuck to particular bodies through “violence, force and harm” (p. 345). I argue that
hate, shame, and disgust become stuck to fat bodies through the violence and harm of diet
culture and weight stigma, and that particular objects come to facilitate this stickiness. For
example, the scale becomes a site of shame for fat people as they step up to determine their
body mass at any particular moment, a number that garners feelings of shame and disgust
and often fuels a desire to become thinner. A dress that once fit may come to represent the
hatred one feels toward their now-larger body. A person may keep a too-small dress in
their wardrobe as “motivation” to become smaller and fit inside the dress once more. In
this way, the dress serves as a marker of past and future (potential) happiness, of current
shame and disgust. Hate, disgust, shame, and pride, then, come to reside within, around,
and between physical objects and the fat self (Ahmed, 2001).
Shame, Pride, Stigma, and Liberation
Affect is mobilized on all sides of the obesity-health argument, by obesity
researchers, critical obesity scholars, fat activists and fat studies scholars. The current
study is particularly interested in how shame and pride are mobilized and how these are
connected to experiences of stigma and liberation. In conceptualizing shame and pride, it is
important to note the varying ways in which these concepts are taken up. Elspeth Probyn
(2004; 2005) conceptualizes shame as having both positive and negative uses. She outlines
the ways in which shame is a disruption of the everyday that can come about when a
person feels out of place or uprooted, for example, after moving overseas. This same
conceptualization of shame can be applied to postcolonial societies whereby shame can be
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mobilized politically and socially in order to address settler colonialism and the
problematics of the settler position on colonized lands (Probyn, 2004). That is, shame can
be a productive feeling for settlers living on colonized lands and may advance movement
toward decolonizing practices. Writing on the power dynamics of shame, Weiss (2018)
proposes that discussions of the moral value or uses of shame must consider the
positionality and power of the shamed—that is, should the person feel ashamed? In the
case of fatness, I argue that there is no moral grounding for feeling shame related to one’s
body size or shape. This dissertation is focused on how shame is mobilized to marginalize
and (in)effectively eliminate fat bodies. This use of shame against marginalized bodies is
harmful and unethical—a distinct contrast to the productive mobilizations of shame
discussed by Probyn and others with regards to decolonizing practices.
Extending this, Weiss (2018) suggests the concept of second-hand shame—that is, a
person’s shameless behaviour can serve to cause others to feel ashamed. This concept is
helpful for thinking through the second-hand shame that may be felt by others when fat
people refuse the shame that they are supposed to feel for engaging in simple, everyday
tasks while fat, for example eating, or wearing shorts on a hot day. This affective transfer of
shame provides a connection point between the biopedagogy of social narratives related to
fatness (i.e., a fat person should feel shame for simply living life while fat) and the affective
and material implications (i.e., verbal discrimination directed at said fat person; the fat
person engaging in food restriction to change their body). Second-hand shame may be one
route by which shame is transferred from parent to child—for example, a fat child learns
through their parents’ expression of shame on their behalf that they should be ashamed of
their own fat body. Shame is one point of connection between the moral conceptualization
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of fatness and the material, affective worlds of fat people (Edwards, 2018; Hayes-Conroy &
Hayes-Conroy, 2010; Thrift, 2004).
The Current Study
Informed by the literature and theoretical perspectives presented, the current study
had the following objectives:
1. To illuminate and theorize the ways in which neoliberal obesity epidemic narratives
related to body weight and health management are taken up and transferred and/or
resisted intergenerationally, particularly for parents and their children born before
1990.
2. To gain insight into the circulation of affect in the application of biopedagogy as a
means to control fatness within intergenerational relationships.
3. To identify implications for contemporary approaches to health policy and
programming related to promoting health without promoting weight stigma.
The current study sought to address the following research questions:
1. How are obesity epidemic narratives integrated into body narratives and bodily
practices of parents/caregivers and their now-adult children, born before 1990 in
Canada and the United States?
2. How are obesity epidemic narratives and their related practices taken up or resisted
between generations?
3. How is affect situated within caregiver-child relationships, specifically as it relates
to fatness? How are these affects and their effects written on fat bodies and bodily
practices?
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4. How might Canadian health entities, via policy and programming, promote health
without simultaneously promoting harmful anti-fat narratives and mobilizing antifat affect?
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Chapter Three: Methodology
This chapter presents an in-depth overview of each aspect of my methodological
approach. I begin with a description of the critical-transformative paradigm that informed
this work, as well as a discussion of this study’s onto-epistemological framing and tensions.
Next, I discuss the study’s design, including an overview of narrative interviews and artsbased body mapping. Following this, I provide a detailed description of the study’s process,
beginning with a description of the methodological shifts that happened throughout the
research. I describe the study’s invitation to participate, the embodied identities of
participants, and a detailed overview of both the intergenerational interviews and the body
mapping process. Finally, I offer a description of the study’s various analytic approaches,
including how I adapted and blended thematic analysis, visual analysis, and theorized
analysis. This chapter ends with a discussion of how I ensured methodological quality and
rigour throughout the study.
Paradigm and Framework
This dissertation utilizes a critical-transformative paradigm, as outlined by critical
research methodologist Donna Mertens (Mertens, 2007; 2009). The goal of a criticaltransformative paradigm is to approach research using a critical lens, with an eye to how
power operates at both the macro and micro level—that is, it accounts for power dynamics
within the social context and the research process. Working from a transformative
paradigm requires consideration of the ways in which we may transform harmful or
oppressive social structures or narratives and move toward social justice and how we may
avoid reproducing harmful structures or narratives within the research apparatus
(Mertens, 2007, 2009; Romm, 2015). Indigenous researchers have taken up Mertens'
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transformative paradigm adding, among other ideas, a call to attend to the impact that
knowledge-seeking (including research) has on reality, as well as relationality between
researcher and participant(s) (Romm, 2015).
This dissertation mobilizes this paradigm by rejecting the harmful framing of fat
people in current dominant obesity epidemic narratives and by aiming to effect change
intersectionally by theorizing how these narratives are internalized and/or rejected within
parent/caregiver-child body narratives. This dissertation critically interrogates social
structures while deeply valuing the diverse embodied experiences of participants, a
research approach that requires mutual respect and a keen sense of relationality.
From the outset of this work, it was important for this study’s methodology to
account for both socio-cultural narratives related to fatness and the affective, material
impacts that these narratives have had for the embodied lives of fat people. As such, this
study blends various approaches to thinking through methodology, data collection, and
data analysis. I chose to develop an iterative—or flexible and creative—methodology to
remain rooted in my overarching goal of interrogating harmful social structures/processes,
avoid reproducing harm within the research process and stay alive to moments of
possibility for making positive change.
Onto-Epistemological Grounding
Counter to a Cartesian mind-body separation that is foundational to most Western,
settler-colonial frameworks of social science research, the current study operated within a
framework that views the body and mind as inseparable. Posthumanist and new
materialist thinkers critique the separation of ontology and epistemology as reliant on the
separation of mind and body, human and non-human, subject and object (Braidotti, 2013;
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Jackson & Mazzei, 2012b). Within the current study’s framework, ontology (the study of
reality, or what a body may experience) and epistemology (the study of the nature of
knowledge, or what a mind may know) were not understood or approached as separate
phenomena. The current study formulates onto-epistemology as the ways in which the
bodymind perceives, enacts, and influences the ever-shifting realities that we exist within
and co-create with others (Barad, 2007; Davies, 2014). This approach does not view
data/theory or researcher/participant as inherently separate or separable. Rather, in this
study, data and meaning were co-created within the research encounter (Barad, 2007;
Davies, 2014; Jackson & Mazzei, 2012a, b). This chapter offers a brief overview of poststructuralism, post-humanism and new materialism, and concludes by outlining where this
study sits in the context of these onto-epistemological frameworks. There are not always
clear lines that separate the onto-epistemological frameworks that I will review in this
chapter, nor the ways in which they are taken up. For the purposes of clearly situating the
current study, I will discuss poststructuralism and posthumanism separately, and then why
and how this study demands onto-epistemological flexibility and methodological blending.
Poststructuralism
A post-structuralist onto-epistemological framework focuses on the discursive,
using language-oriented methods to address power and false binaries, relying on
deconstructing the discursive to analyze power within socio-cultural narratives (Fox,
2016). Poststructuralism has been used extensively within fat studies to interrogate and
redress the power imbalances inherent within societal structures that stigmatize fat bodies
(see, for example, Elliot, 2008; Heyes, 2006; LaBesco, 2011). While these discursive power
analyses are important for understanding how weight stigma operates in social narratives,
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they are limited in their failure to address the visceral, material, and affective components
of fatness.
Posthumanism and New Materialism
A critical posthumanist framework decenters and destabilizes the humanist white,
cisgender, able-bodied male subject (Goodley et al., 2014). Posthuman thinker Rosi
Braidotti (2013) creates space for an analysis of the affective and material realities of nonnormative bodies. For example, critical disabilities scholars have taken up her feminist
version of posthumanism to theorize a relational ethic that calls on us to consider our
embeddedness in socio-material contexts and connectedness with others (Goodley et al.,
2014). Posthumanists take into account not just our connectedness with other humans, but
also our entanglements with the non-human, for example inorganic matter and technology
(Davies, 2018). New materialism, which sits alongside critical posthumanism, considers
how the discourses that are deconstructed in poststructuralism come to bear on the
materiality of human life—they ask the questions: what do discourses do? How do they
affect embodied realities? These questions open opportunities to look closely at how sociocultural assemblages shape affective and material realities (Fox, 2016), attending to the
liveliness of matter as it both shapes and is shaped by the social world in ways that are
dynamic and ever-shifting.
Working In-Between
The onto-epistemological differences between post-structuralism and new
materialism are leveraged in the current study to investigate storied embodied experiences
and the ways in which affect moves, sticks, and functions within and between different
embodied and embedded intergenerational narratives. This study seeks to work with the
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gaps in existing theory to propose theoretical insights specific to affective experiences of
intergenerational narratives related to fatness. In doing so, this research draws on poststructuralism to interrogate the discursive aspects of cultural narratives about fatness (i.e.,
biopedagogy). In much of the critical obesity and fat studies literature, the material and
affective realities of fat people have been excluded in favour of explorations of the
discursive. Further to this, the current study engages with a posthumanist, new materialist
onto-epistemology to destabilize the image of the thin, white, cis/male, able-bodied subject
and better understand the visceral and affective components of intergenerational weight
stigma.
Research Design
The current study is titled Feeling Fat: Theorizing Intergenerational Body Narratives
Through Affect (heretofore referred to as the Feeling Fat study). The Feeling Fat study uses
a blended research design that includes semi-structured narrative interviews and artsbased body mapping. This study was reviewed and approved by the Wilfrid Laurier
University Research Ethics Board, REB#6007. The interview and body map consent forms
can be found in Appendix A.
Intergenerational Narrative Interviews
Women’s body narratives have been used to understand their experiences of first
menstruation, the embodiment of cultural scripts, and feminist illness narratives (Lee,
1997; Schultz, 2013; Rice, 2014; Zeilani & Seymour, 2012). Using storytelling as research
methodology provides rich understandings of the complexity of personal experiences (Rice,
2009). Culture is inscribed on the body, and personal narratives can be located within a
broad social context in order to uncover the impact of culture on the body and vice versa
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(Lee, 1997). Interactions between parent/caregiver and child are "a critical site for the
socialization and construction of autobiographical narratives" (Merrill & Fivish, 2016, p.
74). Intergenerational narratives are a key component within individual and family
development and the ways in which we share narratives across generations influence our
practices and ideals. Relatedly, the cultural and social contexts (including institutions,
structures, values, practices, and beliefs) in which these intergenerational narratives exist
serve to highlight which aspects of our shared experiences are emphasized as important
and valid (Merrill & Fivish, 2016). In the current study’s interviews, participants were
asked to reflect on their own bodily narratives as well as the intergenerational messaging
that they experienced from parents and caregivers throughout their lifespan.
Body Mapping
Body mapping is an arts-based method of identity expression and embodied storytelling, used to centralize the experiences of bodies that are most marginalized and underor misrepresented in mainstream systems (Gestaldo et al., 2012; Jager et al., 2016; Skop,
2016). Body mapping has roots as a therapeutic tool in exploring women’s body image
concerns in feminist praxis (Hutchinson, 1985). As an arts-based research methodology,
body mapping has been implemented to encourage embodied reflections, for example
where and how affect is felt within the body (Jager et al., 2016), and to provide research
participants with an opportunity to express marginalized or complicated aspects of their
embodied experiences (Skop, 2016). In addition, body mapping is a helpful tool for
encouraging intergenerational dialogue (Gestaldo et al., 2012). Perhaps most importantly,
body mapping offers an alternative means by which to access participants' embodied
experiences and can help to elicit stories and reflections that interviews alone may
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overlook (Jager et al., 2016). This array of uses and benefits of body mapping made it a
suitable fit for the Feeling Fat study.
Body mapping has been used in arts-based research within a number of disciplines
and various participant groups. For example, it has been effective as a research tool in
exploring embodied experiences of navigating the healthcare system for participants with
fibromyalgia (Skop, 2016), to describe the experiences of living with HIV/AIDS (Morgan &
The Bambanani Women's Group, 2003; Solomon, 2007), and with refugee youth in Ontario,
Canada (Davy et al., 2014). Body mapping has been used successfully across a diverse array
of cultural, racial, and social contexts. Based on a thorough search of the literature, it is my
understanding that body mapping has not been used to date in the context of embodied
fatness.
There have been a number of ethical issues with body mapping when it has been
adapted for use in research contexts and divorced of its foundational roots in therapeutic
spaces. Orchard (2017) offers insightful reflections on the growing popularity of body
mapping as methodology and the ways in which this methodology has been used out of
context in culturally appropriative ways. These practical and ethical considerations are
important when considering the use of the method given its developmental roots as
research methodology in the context of women living with HIV/AIDs in southern Africa,
including Tanzania, Zambia, Zimbabwe, and South Africa (Solomon, 2007; Morgan & The
Bambanani Women's Group, 2003). Specifically, Orchard (2017) points to the ways in
which body mapping has been taken up without acknowledgement of the roots of the
methodology, including researchers abandoning their body mapping projects in the midst
of body map creation due to a lack of trauma-informed practice. Body mapping has been
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adapted in ways that compromise the original intent and impact of the methodology,
specifically inattention to its therapeutic aspects (Orchard, 2017). Appropriation of the
methodology in this way has material impacts for participants, particularly those who are
complexly marginalized and may have experiences with trauma (Orchard, 2017; Skop,
2016).
For the purposes of this dissertation, I engaged in several practices with the intent
of adapting and applying this methodology ethically and appropriately. I consulted with
other researchers who have engaged with this methodology in various contexts. I have
been in contact with one of the developers of the methodology (Dr. Jonathan Morgan), and
was able obtain a copy of the facilitator's guide developed by Solomon (2007), which is
currently not available online due to the methodology's widespread misappropriation
discussed above. Finally, I engaged in an ongoing practice of embodied reflexivity through
journaling my experiences in learning about and engaging with this methodology. As
ethical and methodological issues arose, I subsequently debriefed with my academic
advisors and committee members. Finally, to better understand the impact of this
methodology in the context of fat-centered research, I included a number of processoriented questions in participant group conversations. Findings related to the use of this
methodology can be found in Chapter Six (Body Mapping Findings), and methodological
reflections can be found in Chapter Seven (Discussion).
Doing the Research: Process, Participant Invitation, and Data Collection
Methodological Shifts
While the original intent of this research was to conduct individual interviews with
parent/child dyads (adult children born between 1979 and 1989 and their
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parent/caregiver) from Ontario, Canada, this approach proved to be too limited in scope.
There were a number of factors that led to a shift in participant demographics and the way
that the method unfolded. These factors included:
1) Year of birth: While the initial intent of this research was to interview two
distinct generations of participants (those born 1979 – 1989 and their
parents/caregivers), this scope proved to be too limited. For example, after the
initial call for participants was released, a number of individuals born before
1979 expressed a desire to participate. From a research perspective, I had to
decide whether or not it made methodological sense to exclude a participant
who was born outside of this narrow timeframe. Did a person born in 1977
experience a significantly different landscape with regards to weight stigma than
someone born in 1981? Ultimately, it was clear that the specific year that a
participant was born did not significantly change their responses to interview
questions. While I initially thought that I could tease out the impacts of specific
public health campaigns (e.g., ParticipACTION) that operated within a specific
timeframe, it was clear after the first interviews that it was significantly more
important to take a broader view of weight-based biopedagogy and its affective
and intergenerational effects. The timing and relation to a specific public health
campaign did not matter for the purposes of addressing the objectives of this
research and in fact, the original limited scope would have led to the exclusion of
a significant number of participants who wished to share their diverse
narratives and reflections with me.
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2) Recruiting parent/child dyads: The initial intent of this project was to speak with
related parents and their adult children. A significant barrier to this approach
was safety—after the first three interviews, during which participants described
in a fair amount of detail their experiences of fatphobia within a family context, it
did not always feel safe to ask the participant at the end of the interview if I
could contact their parent or caregiver for an interview. Some participants
disclosed experiences of trauma and abuse within their families while others
were estranged from their families/parents. It did not make methodological or
ethical sense to only include participants who were willing and able to put me in
contact with a parent/caregiver. When it felt safe to do so, I asked participants at
the end of the interview if they had a parent or caregiver who I might also
interview. In total, only four participants expressed interest in having me
interview their parent/caregiver, and three of these (all participants’ mothers)
were interviewed.
3) Geographic location: While the initial intent of this research was to interview
participants who lived in Ontario, Canada, this limited geographic scope quickly
became a barrier. It was vitally important within the context of this research—
particularly its implementation of an intersectional lens—to speak with
participants with diverse embodied experiences. In order to accept participants
with more diverse experiences (including body size, race, sexuality, gender, and
age), it was necessary to open recruitment to anyone in Canada or the United
States. In the end, it made more methodological sense to speak with fat people
with diverse and varied exposure to various familial practices and public health
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frameworks rather than limiting the scope of this research to a more
homogenous group of participants who all experienced the same public health
campaigns locally. As such, interview participants were in both Canada and the
United States, while all body mapping participants were located in Ontario,
Canada.
Invitation to Participate
Research related to body size is fraught and accessing participants who have the
embodied experience of fatness can be difficult due to the negative social connotations
related to fatness and the differing perceptions of fatness in various cultural contexts
(Lloyd & Hopkins, 2015). In short, it was vital for me to recruit participants in a sensitive
and thoughtful manner. The current study used purposive sampling and invited
participants using a framing strategy suggested in Lloyd & Hopkins (2015), whereby study
invitation materials requested individuals who have "felt or been made to feel different
because of their body size", including people who have been labeled (by self or others) as
fat, plus-sized, curvy, obese, or overweight (see Appendix B for study invitation poster).
The study’s invitation poster was posted in physical locations, including a local yoga
studio that hosts “yoga for round bodies” sessions. Printed posters were also distributed
through my personal and professional networks, including in the Community Psychology
graduate student offices on Wilfrid Laurier University’s main campus in Waterloo, Ontario,
at Wilfrid Laurier University’s Faculty of Social Work campus in Kitchener, Ontario, and
through a Kitchener-based Health at Every Size (HAES) nutrition counsellor who shared
the study information with her contacts. Online, the study’s poster was shared in various
fat-specific groups including the following Facebook groups: Fat, Awesome, and Queer
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(Canada-specific) and Fat Studies (global membership). The poster was also shared on my
personal social media pages, and from there it was shared by various friends and contacts.
Finally, the poster was shared through the social media pages of Re•Vision: The Centre for
Art and Social Justice, located in Guelph, Ontario.
Interested individuals who reached out via email were asked a brief series of
screening questions to get a sense of their fit with the study and to ensure the inclusion of a
diverse group of study participants. These questions included: 1) Do you or have you ever
identified as a person of size? (including curvy, plus size, or fat, etc.); 2) What is your
gender?; 3) What is your sexual orientation?; 4) What is your race?; 4) In what year were
you born? Upon receipt of participant responses to these questions, an interview was
scheduled either in person, on Zoom, or over the phone.
Participants
In total, 19 participants were interviewed for this study (six were related
mother/child dyads) and five of the interview participants took part in the body mapping
portion of the study. All 16 participants who responded directly to the call for participants
were born after 1975. Three participants (Lucy, Kathy and Donna—all pseudonyms) were
invited to participate by their adult child who had already participated in the interview. All
19 participants were born between 1955 and 1991, and all identified as women and/or
outside the gender binary. Participants lived in either Canada or the United States at the
time of the interviews. In total, eight participants identified as straight and the remaining
11 participants identified as queer, pansexual, bisexual, or questioning. Twelve participants
identified as white, one participant was white and Indigenous, one participant identified as
South Asian (East Indian), three identified as Black, one as African American, and one
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participant identified as a person of colour. Finally, six participants were parents and the
remaining 13 participants did not have children. Table 1 below provides an overview of
participants’ demographic characteristics. All names that are used in this dissertation are
pseudonyms. Each participant was given the opportunity to choose their own
pseudonym—some participants chose their own and others preferred that I choose a
pseudonym for them. I had a conversation with each participant, particularly those who
chose unique and potentially identifying pseudonyms, about protecting their identities,
confidentiality, and anonymity. This was part of the informed consent process, and all
participants were aware that their embodied characteristics would be included in this
dissertation alongside their pseudonyms.
Identity is not fixed and is inherently relational, situated, and ever-shifting (Puar,
2012; Rice, Pendleton Jiménez, et al., 2020). For the current study, using an intersectional
lens meant not only inviting a diverse group of participants to take part in the study, but
also leaving space for the shifting, situated nature of identity. In fact, some participants’
gender identifiers changed throughout the course of the study, and so changes were made
to pseudonyms and pronouns as needed. All participant characteristics are described using
the words that participants used to describe themselves—for example, some participants
identified as “Black”, while others identified as “African American” or “person of colour”.
The situatedness of identity is particularly evident when discussing body size, as
this is one bodily characteristic that fluctuates over the life span, and is felt differently
depending on context (for example, when I am in the company of other fat folks, my
embodied experience of fatness is markedly different than when I am with my family,
where fatness is viewed as a shameful personal trait and where I am, by far, the fattest
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person in the room). Following other authors thinking and writing about body size (e.g.,
Rinaldi et al., 2020), participants’ bodily descriptions were often shifting and qualified in
relation to others or particular actions. Some participants preferred the words “plus sized”
and “curvy” while others preferred to use the word “fat” to describe themselves. One
participant did not use size-oriented words to describe herself and instead chose “it works
for me” as her bodily descriptor.
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Table 1
Participant Matrix
Participant
Susan
Kathy
Casey

YOB
1988
1955
1986

Body Size
Curvy
It works for me
Fat

Gender
Cis woman
Cis woman
Cis woman/genderqueer

Donna

Pre1959
1986
1956
1991
1988
1976
1988
1986
1979
1979
Pre1979
1976
1980
1987
1977
1983

Average

Plthilda Floon
Lucy
Megan
August
Tabitha
Aisha
Summer
Amy
Tina
Yamaja
Jade
Alice
Purple
Robert
Margaret

Race
white
white
white

Parent?
N
Y
N

Cis woman

Sexuality
Straight
Straight
Questioning/
Pansexual
Straight

white

Y

Fat
A little on the heavy side
Fat
Small superfat
Fat
Curvy
Fat
Curvy
Fat
Midsized fatty

Genderqueer femme
Cis woman
Cis woman
Non-binary trans femme
Cis woman
Cis woman
Cis woman
Cis woman
Gender non-conforming
Cis woman

Queer
Straight
Queer
Bisexual
Bisexual
Straight
Straight
Straight
Bisexual
Straight

white
white
white
white
Black
East Indian
white, Indigenous
white
white
Black

N
Y
N
N
N
N
N
Y
Y
N

Fat
Slightly overweight
Superfat
Fat
Fat

Cis woman
Cis woman
Cis woman
Genderqueer
Cis woman

Queer
Straight
Bisexual
Queer
Questioning/
Pansexual

Black
Person of colour
white
African American
white

N
Y
N
N
N

Notes: Participants who are shaded the same colour are related mother/child dyads.
All descriptive terms are those used by participants, with the exception of gender, where “female” was replaced with “woman”.
“Superfat” is a term used within fat activist spaces to describe people who are on the large side of the fat spectrum. This term sometimes refers to
people who weigh over 300lbs, or who do not fit into traditional plus sizes (i.e., 1X – 4X).
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Body Narrative Interviews
I conducted semi-structured interviews either in person, over Zoom, or via
phone, depending on the participant’s preference, availability, and geographic
location. Each interview lasted anywhere from 45 minutes to two hours, and
covered various topics, including bodily descriptions (e.g., How do you describe
your body?), messages received about the body (e.g., What messages did you receive
about your body growing up?), family dynamics and parental relationships, food
messaging and practices. Follow up and prompting questions were used to expand
on participant stories and to better understand the affective components of their
experiences (e.g., What feelings were you experiencing at this time?). Participants
were encouraged to share their storied experiences (e.g., Can you tell me a story
about…). The full interview guide can be found in Appendix C.
Each interview concluded with a series of demographic questions to confirm
participants’ screening question responses and allow for any shifts in identity or
embodied experience to be reflected. These concluding demographic questions
were used to contextualize the interview responses and engage with the data using
an intersectional lens. Finally, participants who were local to Southwestern Ontario
(Kitchener, Waterloo, Guelph, Toronto, and Hamilton) were also invited to take part
in the body mapping portion of the study. Those who indicated interest in this
portion of the study at the end of the interview were included on a list of individuals
to contact for body mapping.
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Body Mapping
In consultation with the literature related to body mapping (Gestaldo et al.,
2012; Solomon, 2007) and with mentors and colleagues who have experience using
this methodology in diverse settings, I adapted it in a way that is rooted in its
intended uses while also adapting it to fit within the context of this study. This
respectful innovation was used to apply body mapping to locate and artistically
represent intergenerational body narratives and their connected effects on and
within the body.
The group body mapping process was completed over three sessions during
Fall 2019. In total, five participants took part in the body mapping portion of the
study. Four of these participants attended the body mapping sessions as a group,
and one participant engaged in the body mapping process independently, with
remote check-ins and a remote follow-up interview, due to scheduling and
transportation barriers. Table 2 below outlines the body mapping process that was
used in this study.
Table 2
Group Body Mapping Process
Session
1

Activities
Body Mapping Day 1: Rapport-building, informed
consent, reviewing the process of body mapping,
creating body map outline, thinking through
symbols and images.

Outputs
Body map outline
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Body Mapping Day 2: Creating/filling in body maps
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In-progress body maps,
recorded discussion.

3

Finishing body maps, body map presentations,

Recorded group discussion,

group discussion, methodological reflection.

completed body maps.

Each body mapping session was between three and four hours in duration
and at each session, participants were provided with food and refreshments.
Initially, each session was planned to be two hours, however during the first session
it was clear that this was not enough time, and we all stayed for nearly four hours
for that first session. Moving forward, we planned for more time for each of the two
remaining sessions.
In the first body mapping session, participants entered the space, reviewed
and signed consent forms (see Appendix A), received their honoraria, and gathered
in a discussion circle. We each introduced ourselves, and then discussed ground
rules for the co-creation of safe space. These ground rules included avoiding diet
talk, practicing active listening, engaging with compassion, and respecting the
privacy of others by not discussing our sessions outside of the group. Following this,
I gave a short presentation about the purpose of the study, some brief preliminary
interview findings, a description of the body mapping methodology, and ended by
sharing some images of body maps completed in previous studies to help
participants visualize what a finished body map might look like. Then, we had a
group conversation about participants’ feelings going into the body mapping
process, including any questions or concerns they had about the methodology. I
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asked participants to take a few moments to think about what images, feelings, and
experiences they may want to represent on their body maps. Participants completed
independent written reflections to think through their connection with the study’s
topic and how they might want to design their maps. Finally, participants worked in
pairs to trace their body outlines on large rolls of paper. Before this tracing process
started, I asked each pair to check in with one another about their vision for the
body map outline and comfort level in terms of physical touch during the tracing
process (e.g., how close should the tracer get to your body with their pencil? How
would you like to let the tracer know if you need a break?). We closed this session
with a short debrief and discussion about what to expect in the second session.
In the second body mapping session, we began with a short check-in about
how participants had been feeling since the first session. This conversation
highlighted the emotional impact of this work, with several participants noting how
their embodied reflections about both the process and content of their maps
continued in the days after the first session. Following this conversation, I
introduced participants to the various art modalities that were available to them for
creating their maps, including glitter, various types of paint, pencil crayons, and
markers. Participants began the process of creating their maps and I recorded their
informal conversations during the art-making process. During this part of the
session, I took a back seat as facilitator and wandered the room to check in with
participants, offer additional snacks, clean paint brushes as needed, and generally
engage in the informal conversation. This session lasted for more than three hours
and ended with a short debrief about how folks were feeling leaving the session.
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During this debriefing conversation, participants expressed a desire to have
potluck-style food at our final session, where each person would bring a dish to
share. We decided on this potluck-style food-sharing for the final body mapping
session in order to foster the group’s developing sense of connection and to
commemorate the conclusion of our group process. Two participants chose to take
their body maps home to complete them before the final session.
For the third session, we had a flexible start time so that participants could
drop in early to complete their body maps if needed. Once all participants had
arrived and the body maps were nearly complete, we began the discussion. Each
participant had an opportunity to share their finished map with the group. They
described their map, what it meant, and what imagery they chose to represent their
embodied experiences. This was a casual conversation, where we all moved around
the room to gather around each map while it was being presented by its creator.
Participants and myself asked questions to each creator about the specifics of their
maps (e.g., “I notice you used metallic for the outline of your map, what does that
represent?”). After these individual body map presentations, we gathered in a circle
for a guided group discussion. This final guided discussion included further
reflections on the content of participants’ maps as well as methodological reflections
about the body mapping process.
Throughout all three sessions, participants engaged in formal (guided) and
informal conversations about the methodology, the content of their maps, the topic
of the study, and about living in a fat body more broadly. Both informal and formal
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discussions were transcribed and analyzed. See Appendix D for body mapping
discussion guides.
Data Analysis
I used a blended approach to data analysis to honour the complexity and inbetweenness of this work. The data from this study required embodied
methodological creativity, including data analysis. As such, I blended an adapted
approach to latent thematic analysis, visual analysis, and thinking with theory (via
plugging in). I used MAXQDA software to conduct the thematic analyses for this
study (interviews and body mapping data), as well as the initial phases of plugging
in. Each of these analysis processes are described in this section, and the findings
that emerged from these processes are presented in Chapters Four, Five, and Six.
Interview Data: Latent Thematic Analysis
Latent thematic analysis was used to analyze the interview data in order to
capture a rich and overarching account of key themes in participants’ stories. This
analysis approach allowed me to capture the similarities and common threads
(themes) across participant narratives. Thematic analysis is a broad approach to
organizing and analyzing qualitative data that has a great deal of flexibility in its
uses. Braun and Clarke (2006) point to the need for a systematic application of
thematic analysis, including its various iterations. For the purposes of this study, I
used an adapted latent, iterative thematic analysis. Latent thematic analysis attends
to the deeper meanings found in the data, and this allowed my analysis to account
for the social and structural context of participants’ narratives. An iterative
approach to thematic analysis balances an inductive and deductive approach and
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acknowledges the embeddedness of this work in the context of cultural narratives
that is grounded in the stories of participants (Braun & Clarke, 2006). In extending
thematic analysis and engaging in methodological creativity and flexibility, I
embraced my own embeddedness in the research process, informed by
methodology, literature, theory, and my own embodied experiences. My approach to
thematic analysis attempts to tell a story that is thorough and clearly communicates
the key messages, tensions, and contradictions within the data.
First, I transcribed all 19 interviews. The transcription process was an
important first step in the thematic analysis. While I was familiar with the data,
having conducted all 19 interviews, the process of transcription forced a slow and
focused listening-reading of the data that deepened my familiarity with the details
of participants’ stories. Once all interviews were transcribed, I reviewed all
transcripts to capture the various topics (codes) that were present within the data.
Upon this first analytic review, I did not group codes together in any sense-making
pattern, but rather attended to similarities across and unique features within
participant narratives. My own creative approach to thematic analysis necessitates a
slow pace of thinking and feeling participant narratives to get “inside” the data set
and feel through the features of participants’ stories. This demands comfort with the
messiness and complexity of the data set. As such, this process was inherently
affective and required me to attend to the affective flows within and between myself
and the data. I sat with participants’ stories over the course of many weeks, noticing
points of tensions and contradictions as they arose.
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After this initial stage of coding, I took a step back from the details of
participants’ stories to better understand the relationships between codes and how
these codes might sit together as over-arching themes. The development of overarching themes was guided by both the interview questions and participants’
narratives. That is, the interview questions created a structure for the general topics
that participants discussed, including embodied descriptions, messaging about
bodies, family relationships, and food. The final stage of the thematic analysis
involved reviewing the codes and themes to assess their coherence and consistency.
Where needed, codes were renamed or restructured to create a clearer picture of
the analyzed data. In the end, the thematic analysis provides a broad framework for
telling the story of the interview data.
Thinking with Theory: Plugging in
While thematic analysis requires the analyst to disassemble narratives to
tease out overarching patterns and themes across the data, thinking with theory
through a process of plugging in allowed participants’ storied accounts to remain intact and created opportunities for a rich and iterative conversation with theory
(Jackson & Mazzei, 2012b, 2013). By thinking with theory to extend the thematic
analysis in the current study, in-tact stories were plugged into theory and vice versa
to create new knowledge. Jackson and Mazzei (2012b) outline three key features of
thinking with theory: 1) disrupting the data/theory binary, 2) outlining what
analytic questions emerge in the middle of plugging in, and 3) working with the
same chunks of texts over and over again to create new knowledges and show the
suppleness of data/theory. These three concepts guided my process of thinking with
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theory, acknowledging that plugging in is not a prescriptive, step-by-step approach
to analysis.
Plugging in is a rhizoanalytic approach that considers non-linear connections
between the verbal, non-verbal, affective, and perceptive components of the
research assemblage (Cumming, 2015; Jackson & Mazzei, 2013) This approach does
not treat data/theory as separate or fixed, but rather acknowledges the assemblage
of factors that coalesce within and around the research project to create new
realities—including participant, data, researcher, methodology, literature, and
theory (Jackson & Mazzei, 2012b, 2013). For Jackson and Mazzei (2012b), a
research assemblage “isn’t a thing—it is the process of making and unmaking the
thing. It is the process of arranging, organizing, fitting together” (p. 262). In my own
analysis, the assemblage included participants, interview data, theory, literature, my
own lived experience, and my past and current interactions with participants.
Through thinking with theory, participants’ storied accounts are not pure
representations of reality, but rather are already processed, filtered, and interpreted
by participants. Participants have already chosen what to say, how to say it, and
what to withhold. As a process, thinking with theory does not seek to fix the data or
participants in place and time, but rather to engage in a process of folding theory
into data to create new knowledge that is always shifting and becoming (Jackson &
Mazzei, 2017). For example, the reader becomes part of the assemblage by reading,
processing, and interpreting this analysis, thus re-imagining and shifting its very
meaning. In the current study, feminist affect theory and interview data were
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plugged into one another—specifically, I focus on particular stories and particular
theoretical concepts, following Jackson & Mazzei (2012b).
The process of plugging in began alongside the thematic analysis. While these
two analytic methodologies require different approaches to thinking about data and
theory it was important to conduct these approaches in tandem so that I could trust
and capture my analytic inclinations (or gut feelings) with regards to how the data
were speaking. In its complex practice, this meant that while conducting thematic
analysis, particular stories that participants told were marked with purple
highlighting and memos where I tracked both the affective components of these
stories as well as their interactive possibilities with affect theory. Memos included
references to specific theoretical concepts or thoughts (e.g. “explore the idea of
viscerality and gut feelings”), as well as analytic notes about how these theoretical
concepts were exemplified in the data (e.g. “This is an example of Ahmed’s writing
on stickiness”). I also captured analytic notes about contradictions or tensions within
the data, both in terms of contradictions within stories, and contradictions in how
the data coalesced around theoretical concepts (e.g., “This story discusses viscerality
in a way that contradicts earlier formulations of this concept in the data”). These
stories and memos were visited and revisited, alongside theory in a process of backand-forth that created new knowledge. While reviewing and re-visiting theory, I
used the same colour highlighting and font so that purple came to represent these
moments of theory/data folding across all aspects of the research. The space of
knowledge creation is referred to by Jackson & Mazzei (2012a, b) as working in the
threshold—a space where entry points meet, where things are both/and. In thinking
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with theory, the threshold space is where data/theory are both/and, where the
researcher becomes “aware of how theory and data constitute or make one
another—and how, in the threshold, the divisions among and definitions of theory
and data collapse” (Jackson & Mazzei, 2012b, p. 15). Working in this threshold
space, participants’ storied accounts were folded into theory, and theoretical
concepts were folded into participant’s stories.
Participant stories, analytic notes and theoretical memos were exported from
MAXQDA analysis software into Microsoft Word, where my folding of theory and
data continued into the writing process. In thinking with theory, writing was an
important part of analysis, where new theoretical insights came to light and existing
theoretical insights were reconfigured during the writing process. This highlights
the dynamic and moving nature of plugging in, as it does not seek to fix data/theory
in time or meaning (Jackson & Mazzei, 2012b; 2017). Indeed, thinking with theory
exploded the process of knowledge creation into my daily life, where new insights
would strike and I would need to stop what I was doing (including pulling my
bicycle to the side of a busy road more than once) to capture my thoughts using
voice memos and written notes in my phone. Thinking with theory was not
something that happened and then stopped—rather, it was an embodied process
that permeated reality as ideas began to percolate and reconfigure.
Thinking with theory and plugging in allowed space for creativity and
flexibility in this dissertation, which then opened opportunities for new knowledge
creation. I sometimes referred to this process as feeling like I was playing with
theory—a process that feels like an intimidating but integral part of honouring the
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complexity and heaviness of participants’ accounts. By its nature, plugging in
requires a “willingness to borrow and reconfigure concepts, invent approaches, and
create new assemblages that demonstrate a range of analytic practices of thought,
creativity, and intervention” (Jackson & Mazzei, 2017, p. 717). This made thinking
with theory a uniquely appropriate process for feeling participants’ stories and
putting them in conversation with theoretical concepts to create new knowledges
grounded in fat embodied experience.
Body Mapping Analysis
Body maps were analyzed using visual analysis methods adapted from Rose
(2007) in conjunction with thematic analysis for the group discussion data. Gestaldo
et al. (2012) recommend that body maps need to be analyzed in the context of their
development and the current study achieved this by audio-recording and analyzing
the informal group dialogue during the body mapping sessions and holding this
contextual information alongside the body maps during visual analysis.
Informed by Rose's (2007) approach to critical visual analysis and Reavey's
(2012) discussions of visual analysis in psychology, I adapted previous approaches
to body map analysis (Gestaldo et al., 2012; Skop, 2016) to provide a thoughtful
exploration that is grounded in participants' experiences and process of making the
body maps. First, I developed a list of analytical questions to guide my visual
analysis. These analytical questions were further refined throughout the body
mapping process and upon transcription of participants' group discussions to
ensure the rootedness of my analysis in participant experiences. The analytic
questions that came out of this development and refinement process were:
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1. How are aspects of social location and identity represented in the map (e.g.,
race, age, gender)?
2. What affects and emotions are represented within/around the body map,
and what images/tools are used to represent them?
3. How is the experience of fatness, including intergenerational narratives,
represented within/around the body map?
I photographed each body map and viewed each photo with these questions in
mind. I viewed the photographs again while re-listening to the group conversation
data. I developed a list of key visual representations and thematic descriptions of
the body maps using MAXQDA software. In addition, I conducted a latent thematic
analysis of the group conversation data, using the same process described above in
the interview data thematic analysis section. The body map descriptions that are
included in the body mapping findings chapter were first drafted from participants’
verbal descriptions of their finished maps, and then these descriptions were refined
through a member-checking process, where I emailed each participant the
description of their map and gave each person the opportunity to edit or change the
description as they saw fit.
Validity and Rigour
Methodological rigour was addressed in a number of ways throughout the
course of this dissertation. Within a critical-transformative paradigm, the core
concerns related to validity and rigour include grounding inferences within the
data-theory research assemblage. This requires engaging in a process of awareness
and accountability with regards to the researcher's positionality in the research
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process. Similarly, an intersectional approach to research requires ongoing
embodied reflexivity regarding one’s positionality (Rayaprol, 2016; Rice, 2018). In
conducting this research, I engaged in embodied reflexivity regarding my
positionality by keeping an ongoing research journal. Simultaneously, I tracked my
methodological decision-making through the use of memoing.
Embodied Research Journal
After each interview, I wrote an entry in my embodied research journal, in which I
responded to the following questions:
1. What went well?
2. What concerns did I have?
3. How did my bodily privilege show up?
4. How did my bodily oppression show up?
5. What emotions did I experience?
6. How did I connect with the participant’s embodied reality?
7. How did I fail to connect with the participant’s embodied reality?
8. What tools/resources do I need moving forward?
This research journal tracked my embodied reactions and feelings, as well as
methodological memos that informed the ongoing research process. For example,
during the first interview I conducted, when the participant arrived, I was surprised
to see that they were not a fat person (based on my visual perception). During the
interview, the participant expressed some outwardly fatphobic ideas and beliefs,
rooted in diet culture and weight loss ideals. In my research journal after this first
interview, I wrote about my participant recruitment process, and how I may need to
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revise my approach to make sure that I was interviewing participants who have the
embodied experience of fatness. At the same time, I reflected on my perceptions of
this participant and my interpretations of what constitutes an “embodied
experience of fatness”. These reflections carried forward into future interviews,
where I was sure to probe about participants’ embodied experiences. I also
debriefed with my supervisor, Dr. Carla Rice, about this interview and my practical
concerns related to finding fat participants. A more fulsome reflection on this
process of embodied reflexivity can be found in the final chapter.
Methodological Memos
I used memos throughout this study to track key methodological decisions. For
example, I used memos to trace my decision-making process through designing the
interview guide and later adapting the questions as needed throughout the course of
data collection when specific questions were not working. I used memos most
intensively throughout the various stages of analysis, both within MAXQDA and
hand-written memos in a notebook (and, at times, jotted on the backs of receipts
and scraps of paper as I moved through the world) to capture analytic tensions,
theoretical insights, methodological decisions, questions I needed to work through,
and notes about data organization. These memos helped me to flag any issues that I
needed to raise with my supervisors as my analysis became increasingly complex
(that is, moving from thematic to visual to theorized).
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Chapter Four: Interview Thematic Analysis Findings
Common Threads in the Interview Data Thematic Findings
This chapter reports on four common threads from the thematic analysis of
interview data, including: (1) the fat self, (2) fat childhood and fat in the family, (3)
expunging fat, (4) fat, food and affect. This chapter begins with “The fat self” – that is,
participants’ descriptions of their bodies and their relationships with their bodies
over time. This section provides insight into how participants view and describe
their bodies, including the internalization of weight-based messaging. This is
important because it highlights connections with the rest of the findings, for
example many bodily descriptions are grounded in external messaging and
temporal shifts. This connection supports the notion that our self-conception as fat
people is heavily influenced by our relationships and embodied experiences over
the life span. The common threads of temporality and relationality are presented
throughout the three findings chapters (Interview thematic analysis findings,
theorized findings, and body mapping findings).
After discussing participants’ bodily self-descriptions and embodied
feelings/relations to their bodies, I move on to findings that are situated in the
interpersonal, specifically childhood, family dynamics, and messages participants
described receiving about their bodies while growing up, including messaging from
parents (Fat Childhood and Fat in the Family). The findings in this section include
conversations about these messages, the movement of weight stigma within
families, mother blame, and the surveillance of pregnant bodies. I then turn to share
thematic findings related to the macro-level, systemic conversations that came out
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of the interviews, centering mainly on direct experiences with diet culture
(Expunging Fat), including both personal weight loss attempts and interactions with
the weight-cycling industry. Participants discussed witnessing their parents’ weight
loss attempts in childhood and adolescence, as well as their own interactions with
dieting for weight loss, beginning as early as five years old. This section also
includes in-depth analyses of two main vehicles for weight loss attempts—Weight
Watchers and weight loss surgery.
The final thematic section in this chapter comprises conversations about food
(Food, Fat, and Affect), relating to messaging regarding food within families, as well
as the food-affect relationship, including findings on the notion of “emotional eating”
and the attachment of affect to food.
Figure 1 (below) provides a visual representation of the thematic findings
presented in this chapter. This figure will help to guide the reader through the
chapter’s broad thematic structure, acting as a road map through the four key
common threads.
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The Fat Self
At the beginning of each interview, participants were asked how they describe their
bodies. These bodily descriptions and their related feelings set the foundation for the
remaining thematic findings from this study. Responses to the question “How do you
describe your body?” included a broad range of size descriptors including fat, curvy, a lot of
person, slightly overweight, small superfat, and superfat. In addition to descriptions of their
body size, participants included other aspects of their identities in their descriptions,
including height, queerness, and body hair. For example, Plthilda (a white genderqueer
woman) reflected:
It’s specifically a fat white, lady bear body in that like, I’m someone who, in addition
to being fat, is like visibly queer. I’m a genderqueer woman, and I think that’s pretty
evident to folks seeing me move through the world.
Other participants qualified their body size with other embodied realities, such as health
status or disability, for example:
I’ve always been fat, I’ve never been quite this fat, but I was fat even as a little kid.
I’m lucky that I’m very healthy, I have no health problems or disabilities. (Tina, fat
white gender non-conforming person)
Tina’s qualification of health status when describing their body highlights the proximity of
weight to health in some participants’ self-perceptions. Similar to Tina, Susan qualified her
bodily description saying, “I’m big, I’m working on it, I’m not unhealthy, I’m trying, but I’m
also big, and that’s okay” (Susan, curvy white cis woman). Alice, a participant with a
mobility-limiting chronic illness described her body in terms of its shifting abilities:
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Its abilities have changed and my abilities can change throughout a day, throughout
a week, throughout a month. It’s still a good body, I still love my body and what it is
capable of doing. (Alice, slightly overweight cis woman of colour).
Some participants did not directly address the size of their body in their response to
the question “how do you describe your body?”—for example, Kathy (a white cis woman
and Susan’s mother) responded, “65-year-old body, it works for me”. Kathy’s response,
while it excludes body size, suggests that what is important for Kathy is the use of her body
in the context of aging. Many participants offered their descriptions in terms of temporal
shifts in both the size of their body and their feelings about their body or relationship to it.
For example, Amy (a white curvy cis woman) responded, “I think the answer I would give
you today is really different than the answer I maybe would have years ago”. Similarly,
Megan (a fat white cis woman) commented, “I would just say that I am a fat woman and
that my body is ever-changing”. Participants’ bodily descriptions positioned the body not
just in terms of its size, but also its interactions with the world and how one moves through
the world. Temporality and embodied shifts over time were a common thread that carried
across both interviews and body maps and will factor heavily into the key findings of this
work.
Some participants discussed how their bodily descriptors were contextually
situated. For example, Megan reflected that while she identifies as a fat woman, she
sometimes uses different words to describe herself in spaces that are not explicitly fat
positive:
I would probably still revert back into the safe language of curvy from like here and
there, depending on who I’m talking to, and I think that at the time curvy is like a
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sexually-appealing aspect, that I have boobs and I have nice hips and a nice butt, and
so that was sort of like a signifier that it’s like, okay so I’m bigger than other women
but, like, in a sexy way.
The qualification of “safe language” indicates that the very nature of referring to one’s
physical appearance in public spaces requires a level of discernment and self-protection for
fat people. Similarly, Casey (a fat white, questioning woman) noted that they have
“reclaimed” the word fat as a descriptor of their body. It is evident that cultural scripts
about not only fatness but also ability, health, aging and desirability are integrated into
participants’ sense and description of themselves.
Shifting Bodily Feelings and External Factors: “I wasn’t that fat”
Related to bodily descriptions, participants were also asked about their relationship
with their bodies, or their feelings about their bodies, and how this has changed over time.
Responses to these questions reveal an even deeper relationship between sense of self and
cultural narratives about good/worthy bodies. For all participants, their feelings about
their bodies were dynamic and ever-changing. Participants described day-to-day
fluctuations in feelings about their bodies and how these feelings are impacted by external
factors, for example the availability of clothing in their size and specific contextual
pressures. Participants’ reflections on their embodied experiences were nearly always
temporally qualified and contextualized. This included framing one’s bodily description in
terms of bodily shifts (e.g., “I’m fatter than I’ve ever been”), or qualification of previous
bodily descriptions (e.g., “looking back, I wasn’t that fat”). Not only do physical bodies
change constantly, but how we relate to our bodies in the context of the social world and
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relationships is continually changing and subsequently shaping our embodied and affective
experiences.
Participants described feeling the pressure of external bodily expectations and
working within those expectations to attain a more ‘ideal’ body. For example, both Aisha
and Susan described their relationships with their bodies in terms of their distance from an
ideal size. Aisha (a curvy East Indian cis woman) described feeling ashamed of her body
because she had “put on so much weight” in recent years. This weight gain and its
associated shame led Aisha to isolate herself from her friends, because she did not want
them to see her at her current size. In the quote below, Aisha uses “we” to refer to herself
and her husband:
In the last two years I have really struggled with my body image, to the point where
I actually refused to see friends right now because of my body image right now,
because we’ve put on so much weight, so I don’t feel comfortable visiting friends.
Like, a good friend of mine had a baby, and…I’m not confident in visiting her because
I’m like I don’t feel secure in my own skin right now. (Aisha)
Aisha’s relationship with her changing body is indicative of the materiality of internalized
fatphobia; it shapes our internal feelings and the ways in which we engage with the world
and meaningful relationships. Aisha’s weight gain and the associated negative feelings
reinforce her experiences of isolation in meaningful relationships with friends. Similarly,
Kathy reflected on how her feelings towards her body depend on its size at any given time:
Like if I’m where I want to be or in control and eating properly and I am more active,
if I’m not it’s kind of a depressing feeling for me, because I always feel like I should
be somewhere else. (Kathy, non-fat, white cis woman)
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Kathy’s reflection here highlights the degree to which her well-being is tied to the amount
of control she feels over both her body size and eating habits. Kathy also suggests that the
ever-shifting nature of this relationship means that she is never satisfied with her body,
always feeling like she “should be somewhere else” in terms of her size, eating, and fitness.
Participants’ reflections on their past embodied identities were often framed around
looking back and realizing they “weren’t that fat”, or that they weren’t as fat as they
thought they were in the past. For example, Kathy commented:
When I look back at pictures of myself, say as a teenager, I would have thought I was
heavy, but I was probably a 10 or a 12, almost what I am now, then I remember
thinking I was so much, I never had a friend that was heavier than me.
Kathy’s daughter Susan, shared a similar reflection about her body:
My dad took a picture of my sisters and I, we were walking out in front, my dad took
a picture of us, and I’ve seen that picture of me from around that time and thinking
like I look so small, I was so tiny…looking back I’m like honey you had nothing to
worry about (laughs).
In this quote Susan is also speaking to her past self in terms of future possibilities—i.e., that
she had “nothing to worry about”, but that she would, in the future, become larger and then
her body would be something worth worrying about. Megan also shared this experience of
looking back at photos of herself and having new insights about her size and shape:
Now when I look back, I see photos of myself and with other people my own age and
like, I actually wasn’t even remotely fat for my age, and I was actually a very smart
kid. And so now I can see that both those things weren’t true but at that time that
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person kept on calling me fat, and I was being called a big kid by everybody because
I was like a foot taller than everybody.
Of note in the above quotation is Megan’s qualification that she wasn’t fat for her age, that
she was “actually a very smart kid”. This pairing of body size with other factors like
intelligence reflects the ways that fat children’s bodies are often shamed, while other
seemingly positive traits, like intelligence or compassion, are emphasized.
Participant reflections on their previous selves/embodiments matter because these
formulations of the self as fat influenced participants’ fundamental beliefs about
themselves. In reflecting back on their previous body size, participants’ qualifications of “I
wasn’t that fat” point to a need to qualify the self, perhaps to contextualize one’s
fundamental beliefs about their current self (I wasn’t fat then, but I am actually fat now).
These shifting ideas about the self in relation to one’s body size are heavily influenced by
external factors, for example passing comments by others and deeply embedded social
messages. External messages will be explored further in section two of this chapter—Fat
Childhood and Fat in the Family.
Empowered Reflections: Finding Fat Liberation
While many participants shared their bodily shame situated in the context of
external and societal messaging, many also discussed their active and ongoing
reformulations of fat and self. In many regards, this was a temporal shift, where
participants described having felt negatively about themselves, learning about body
liberation and/or body positivity, and then reconfiguring their sense of themselves in more
recent years. This is not to say that finding empowerment and fat liberation are a necessary
component of development over the life course. In fact, many participants struggled with
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reconfiguring their sense of fatness in the face of deeply embedded, pervasive, and ongoing
fat hatred within themselves, their families, medicine, media, and other broad social
contexts. Body/fat liberation was also not a fixed category—participants’ feelings about
their bodies and desire to become thin ebbed and flowed. Despite this complexity, there
was an overall sense in participants’ narratives of making a conscious effort to move
toward less negative feelings about their bodies. Purple (superfat white cis woman) shared
the following reflection about her path:
So, I’ve definitely gone through this waving pattern of, really from a place of I would
say like despair, into one of neutrality and then sort of heavily moving into
positivity, but not body positivity, just me being okay with me being me.
Amy had a similar reflection about her movement from a critical relationship with her body
to one of neutrality and eventually compassion:
My relationship with my body was fairly neutral, kind of went from critical to
neutral, now I’m more body positive, but it took probably going through
pregnancies and just growing in my compassion for myself in my 30s now, that now
I’m in the place I am, but it was a really big swing I think from one extreme to the
other that has been an interesting place to look at.
Summer (fat, white/Indigenous cis woman) shares a similar perspective, framing her
relationship with her body over time as being “at war” with her body to an “uneasy truce”,
and eventually moving towards a partnership:
I would say that probably most of my life my body and I were at war with each
other. And then, again I’m guessing at five years but probably about five years ago I
kind of had an uneasy truce and we’ve gone from that uneasy truce to more of a
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partnership. I wouldn’t go all the way to friendship yet, but I’d say we’re in a
partnership now as opposed to, you know, actively fighting each other.
August (small superfat white transfemme) reflected on how they now had a peaceful
relationship with their body, as opposed to the adversarial relationship they’d felt
previously, resulting from familial bodily practices and messaging:
I am very happy that I have learned to have peace with my size whatever it is and to
not worry what it is, which is very different from when my mother was in the depths
of her WLS [weight loss surgery] preparation and she was trying to convince me to
have WLS and I was weighing myself 3 and 4 and 5 times a day.
Other participants shared how their feelings about their bodies had never been inherently
negative but that it was external influences that created struggle and negative feelings:
I think I have a good relationship with my body, I like my body, it’s other people who
have a problem with it…this particular aspect of being fat is not something I struggle
with. (Tabitha, fat Black cis woman)
Purple reflected:
I have never hated my body, I’ve never hated my body, everyone else did, and all of
my decisions were always reacting to someone else’s either disgust or fear or
shame, whatever that was. It was always actions of trying to allay their concern
about it, while me personally, I love the way I look.
Yamaja (midsized fat Black cis woman) commented on her experience being at a fat
acceptance conference and how being in an accepting and fat-inclusive environment
influenced the way she understood her body and the way she dressed in the space:
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I said hey, I can be my fat self here, and I tucked in [my] shirt, where there were
people out there who find my B belly—I just found that out a few months ago, the B
not a D, right?—That my B belly Is actually attractive.
The temporality of shifts in participants’ feelings about their bodies were not always linear
nor were they a consistently positive trajectory:
I would describe my relationship with my body very similarly to how I would
describe my body, which is ever-changing [laughs], I really feel like even like on an
hour-to-hour basis I can go through sort of like peaks and valleys of being like you
know what? I look amazing, I love my body, I feel good in my body, and then an hour
later it can be like well actually, like, my back hurts and then like my doctor’s voice
goes through my head and it’s like well if my boobs weren’t so big my back wouldn’t
hurt. (Megan)
As evidenced by the previous quotations, many participants framed a discrete,
separate relationship between themselves and their bodies. This is an interesting feature of
the data that will be explored further in the body mapping findings (Chapter Six) and
reflects one of the ways that ongoing weight stigma forces a separation between the self
and one’s own fatness. For some, separation of self and body might be a way to separate the
self from the shame and disgust that is associated with fatness. In fact, the very framing of
the interview question (“Can you tell me about your relationship with your body?”)
reflected this separation. At the same time, some participants struggled with this
separation. For example, when asked about her relationship with her body Donna (non-fat
white cis woman) shared:
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I think I have trouble with the word relationship with my body because it’s
integrated, so I am who I am, and my body is part of who I am, I don’t separate my
body from myself in any way that I can think of.
Of note here is the fact that Donna was not a fat person and had never identified as such.
This might further support the point made above—that the separation of self and body is a
feature of protecting oneself from fat shame and disgust.
Fat Childhood and Fat in the Family
This section reviews findings related to intergenerational body messages and
childhood experiences. Many participants shared stories about their bodies when they
were growing up, including reflections on how they first became aware of their body
size/shape or other aspects of physical embodiment. A common thread among these
stories includes participants’ awareness of bodily changes as young people, often but not
always related to puberty. Finally, participants reflected on how their bodies were often
problematized as children for various reasons related to race, gender, body size, and other
embodied and social factors.
Generalized and Pervasive Messages about Bodies
A number of participants shared the pervasive, generalized messages they
perceived about bodies and fatness growing up. These messages did not always have a
specific source but identified an overall sense or feeling. Tina reflects on how her body was
constructed as a moral failing—a message she received on all fronts:
Well definitely that it was like a moral failing and that I wouldn’t have, I couldn’t
have friends or a boyfriend if I didn’t lose weight…kids bullied me, but I think the
hardest part was people like teachers and a social worker really kind of driving
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home ‘oh, you’d have more friends if you were thin’ and definitely from my mom,
she was also fat, but she was very disappointed that I was fat.
Tabitha echoes this sentiment in her reflection on the pervasiveness of these messages that
come from various sources and culminate in the overall notion that a person is not worthy
of friends or partners as long as they are fat:
If you’re a fat kid, those messages are blatant, right? Like ‘oh, you have such a pretty
face, but—' or…‘Well, if you lost weight, you could do X, Y, Z’, like those are the
direct messages that you’re hearing from my parents, mostly my mom, from the
teachers at school, from the doctors, from everybody and the underlying message I
heard was ‘you’re not good enough as you are and you’re, we’re not gonna like you
unless you change’.
Messages from Parents
The most common source of bodily messages that participants discussed was their
parents. These messages were prevalent and often deeply intertwined with messages
received in medical settings, where parents sought medical advice about their child’s body
size.
Contradiction and Euphemism. Casey describes the complexity of the messages
they received about their body from their parents. They told a story about hiking with their
family, and how the importance their parents placed on fitness and outdoor activities
informed the ways that they related to their body and understood their body’s capabilities.
For Casey, their parents’ focus on fitness taught them to ignore their body’s signals:
They would kind of have to like drag me up the mountain. I think back on it now as it
created this real distrust in my body, of like I wanted to stop and they wouldn’t let
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me and so I was made to ignore my body’s signals, and like that’s how I look at it
now…and I think I attributed that to the fitness of my body, but I don’t think it was a
direct message from my mom. I don’t think she was like, you know, your body is too
big and it shouldn’t be this way because you can’t make it up the mountain, it was
more just like she wanted me to engage in the activity. (Casey)
For Casey, this emphasis on physical fitness had a contradictory effect in that it created a
distrust in their body and ultimately a disengagement from and hatred toward physical
activity more generally. Rather than fostering a trusting and active relationship with their
body, this messaging fostered a harmful relationship. Margaret (fat white cis woman)
described both the subtlety and contradiction in the messages she received about her body
size growing up, and the proximity of her size to her feminist viewpoint:
It was never ‘you can’t eat this’ or ‘I’m not buying this’, like I know some parents
have done, she never did that. It was just a lot of lectures about how can you eat all
this stuff, but then she did the classic ‘we’re ‘gonna go out and get treats and eat
them, but you shouldn’t eat these’…My parents never forced me on diets, but…I
always was very aware that I should be on a diet, or I should be trying to shrink
myself, I was always too big, too loud, too opinionated.
For Margaret, despite not being put on a diet as a young person, the messaging about food
and her body was pervasive and the overall message that her body needed to be smaller
was clear. Margaret’s body size (Margaret identified as both tall and fat – “a lot of person”,
as she put it) was also closely associated with her opinions and beliefs, many of which her
family did not agree with. These included feminist ideas about her family’s practices and
those Margaret saw within her family’s church—a clear example of how sexism is folded
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into fatphobia within intergenerational dynamics. Margaret’s positioning as problematic
provides an example of what Ahmed (2019) identifies as the feminist killjoy—Ahmed uses
this term to describe how, in pointing out problems in a sexist, patriarchal social structure,
the feminist becomes the problem. In Margaret’s case, her body became another problem to
be fixed, in addition to the problem of her feminist perspective.
Megan describes the ways in which body commentary from her mother was
couched in euphemisms about self-care:
She didn't necessarily say the weight things to me when I was younger, but she
would use the ‘you need to take care of yourself’ and whenever she said ‘I need to
take care of myself’, it was about weight for herself. So now that I’m an adult I can
see that those things are connected, but when I was a kid, I don’t remember her
talking about weight.
Megan’s reflection indicates another example of the contradictory messaging participants
received about their bodies. For Megan’s mother, “taking care” of herself meant attempting
to lose weight and ultimately attain a more acceptable body, even if the behaviours
involved in losing weight contradicted Megan’s current ideas of self-care. Thinness, then,
was a sign of care, while fatness was a sign of unruliness and self-disregard.
People Won’t Like you if You’re Fat/Boys Don’t Like Fat Girls. Many participants
described a strong message about the association between thinness and attractiveness,
both in terms of fitting into a heteronormative world by embodying normative sex and
gender to attract a partner, and in terms of making friends. For example, Margaret
describes her mother’s warnings before she and her family moved from the United
Kingdom back to Canada when she was 10 years old:
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Before we came back to Canada, my mom was like ‘you know, you might want to try
and lose some weight’ – I was 10 – ‘you might want to try and lose some weight,
everyone in Canada is skinnier and if you want friends, if you want to fit in you’ll
need to be skinnier’.
Purple noted that the messages she received about thinness, attractiveness, and sexuality
started at a very young age:
One of my youngest memories, I was a little girl…and I remember my dad saying
something like, ‘Purple, you have to be careful, boys don’t like fat girls’. And I
remember…even then, I had no language to understand what was happening, I had
no framework to understand what was going on, but I knew in my soul that was the
most fucked up thing I had ever heard… I would have been five, like real young, like
this shit started early.
This warning from Purple’s father also provides an example of heteronormativity in action.
Heteronormativity, a term coined by queer theorist Michael Warner, is the idea that
heterosexuality is the default, normalized sexuality (Warner, 1991). At the time of her
father’s comment, Purple was a young child, however her father’s comment about her
future ability to attract a male partner limits her future by both assuming heterosexuality
and marking her fat body as unable to attract a partner. These entangled communications
story Purple as inherently inept in multiple capacities—in terms of sexuality (as an adult,
Purple is bisexual), and body size. In Purple’s story, she was a young child who had not yet
considered her sexuality, but her father’s comment renders any future queerness both
invisible and impossible, demanding compulsory heterosexuality (Rich, 1980). Plthilda
shared a similar memory involving a comment made by her stepfather
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I can remember…just casually standing in the kitchen when I was like 13, my
stepfather saying to me, ‘you know you should consider losing some weight because
no boys are ever going to love you’…like his assertion was erasing my queerness,
which is a larger issue in my life, which is why it took, I don’t know, like 25ish years
to recognize myself as like a multi-gender attracted person. And to position my
worth in relationship to my value or lack thereof to masculine people is such a
patriarchal violence. (Plthilda)
Yamaja shared similar messages she had received from her parents:
According to them [parents], a woman was only worth what her body looked like
and how she could be useful to a man, and that she was an awful lesbian bitch if she
thought any differently… and we’re supposed to take whatever a man dished out for
the fact of him deigning to date you, it was all you were supposed to be, so when
they said I had a bad body, a fat body, that I was worthless and then I was just a
piece of meat. (Yamaja)
These comments highlight the layering of heterosexism, sexism and fatness. Many
participants shared this same understanding—that if they were fat, they would not find a
boyfriend/husband, and that finding a boyfriend/husband was a necessary milestone in a
woman’s life. This represented another moral failing of fatness within the specific context
of sexism. A theorized analysis of these biopedagogical warnings can be found in Chapter
Five.
Positive Messages about Bodies. Overwhelmingly, the question “What positive
messages did you receive about your body growing up?” was met with either silence,
sarcastic laughter, or simply “there weren’t any”. When positive memories were shared,
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they were mainly tied to achieving a closer proximity to the thin ideal—that is, positive
messages received after losing weight. While the vast majority of messages that
participants received about their bodies were negative and at times harmful, Aisha shared
a memory where her mother was describing her grandparents to her as a child. Aisha’s
grandparents lived in India and she had never met them:
About my grandpa she would be like, ‘Oh he’s really jolly. He’s a bigger man, but he’s
really jolly’…and I remember commenting on it and she was like, ‘Well the people
who are bigger, the fatter, the people that are bigger, the happier they are,’ and I
remember that being the messaging from my mom, like bigger people are jolly.
In Aisha’s story, body size was communicated to her in a way that was associated with joy
and happiness—a rare but powerful association. Aisha’s mother was providing Aisha with
a story about her grandfather—a fat elder whom Aisha had never met—situated around
joy. This was one of the only examples in the interview data of fat family members being
positioned in relation to positive affect rather than dire warnings.
Positive messages that participants received about their bodies were almost always
related to either having lost weight or achievements related to physical activity. For
example, Casey reflected on how praise about their body was nearly always related to
physical achievements, highlighting the importance placed on the body’s ability to function
in a normative manner:
There have been moments where it’s like ‘way to go, you did that thing’. Maybe I did
do the hike, but it feels like it’s attached to ‘I’m proud of you, because you in the past
didn’t do that thing’, or ‘you did it even though you’re fat’. It’s like positive, but it’s
kind of not positive (laughs).
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Tabitha highlights the interactions between weight stigma and sexism and how these
factors impacted the types of praise she received as a young girl:
That never happens (laughs), that has never happened. That just doesn’t…you know,
I’m a girl, so you’re not expected to be physically active, so no one’s trying to
compliment you when you like throw a ball correctly or some shit like that.
Other participants reflected on the praise they received for having lost weight in response
to being asked about what positive messages they received about their bodies growing up.
For example, Margaret said:
Well, the only time I ever got positive feedback about my body was when I was
losing weight, so I got positive feedback.
Similarly, Robert (a fat, African America genderqueer person) responded:
Probably when I was near my Weight Watchers goal weight and was climbing that
mountain and my mom was telling me that she was inspired by that. I think that
would count… In the moment it felt really good to be validated that I was, quote
unquote, ‘taking care of myself’, and since then I hate that memory.
Here, Robert’s “taking care” invokes Foucault’s care of the self via technologies of the self,
where citizens engage in disciplinary behaviours to maintain a fit and productive body
(Foucault, 1977; Marula, 2008). Care of the self is one way that Robert’s mother reinforces
biopedagogies related to obtaining and maintaining a thin body. By praising Robert’s
physical fitness, their mother further solidifies the connection between goodness, physical
fitness, and thinness for Robert.
The messages that participants received about their bodies growing up were largely
related to problematizing their bodies and/or fatness in general. These messages matter
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because they have a limiting effect on how participants imagined the possibilities for their
lives. The potentiality of participants was limited in both large and small ways, including
the clothes they chose, the food they had access to, the physical activities they came to
engage in (or not), the ways in which they used their time and focused their energy, and
even the conversations they were allowed to have with their parents. When one is limited
by the burden of weight stigma, there is little room to pursue other interests, activities, and
topics of discussion.
Coming to Embodied Awareness
Many participants described moments in childhood when they first became aware
of their body, either of its size, shape, or simply of the importance that was placed on one’s
body. These reflections were incredibly important as participants were describing
moments when their sense of themselves was perhaps becoming externalized, and often
these experiences came with an awareness of others’ impressions of their bodies and a
stifling of the freedom they previously felt within their bodies. Casey shared the following:
I think I reached a point as a child when my body came into consciousness, and
before that it was like just this vehicle through which I moved about the world and
then probably around puberty, the language started to change, because it was
identified as a problem…my body was identified as a problem.
Similar to Casey, Aisha recounts the story of a moment when she became aware of her body
being seen and assessed, even in the previously-“safe zone” of her childhood home:
At one point, I was running up the stairs and I was tired and my dad was like ‘Maybe
it’s because you’ve put on a bit of weight’, and I would have been in grade school
maybe, and I remember being like ‘Oh my goodness, what?’... I felt comfortable just
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like playing around at home, home was my safe zone, and I think my embodied
reaction in that moment was like, ‘Oh my gosh, no place is safe,’ you know what I
mean? Everybody sees you, and so even at your home…I think that in that moment I
was like, ‘Oh my goodness, even this is not [safe]. I need to reel it in.’
For Aisha, the sense of being seen and assessed in her home deeply influenced her sense of
safety and ability to move freely in her body, as evidenced by her comment “I need to reel it
in”. Susan also described a sense of freedom that she experienced in her body as a child:
That definitely was a change from me being a child and me being, like, super free
and positive and then being pre-teen and being like, learning about my body, and
then being a teenager and being like, these are definitely parts of my body that I hate
and I don’t want the world to see them.
Here, Susan refers to “learning about” her body—referring to both lessons about puberty
and how some bodies change in adolescence, as well as learning from external messaging
(e.g., peers) that her body was not acceptable at any size.
Problematized Child Body
Related to the embodied awareness, participants discussed times at which their
bodies were problematized as children. Casey recounted a story about having been brought
to a weight loss clinic as a child. They discussed the impact of overhearing the doctor
discussing their body size with their parents and the need for Casey to lose weight:
I do remember sort of like immediate tears, and I think that was hurt and grief
perhaps…I think the message I was receiving was like, ‘You are wrong and you
shouldn’t be this way, and it’s your fault too,’ and for a little kid that’s like the end of
the world.
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Jade (fat Black cis woman) shared a memory of having been measured quite frequently by
her mother, who was a seamstress and dress-maker. Jade recounted her mother
commenting on how her body had been changing since the last time she took
measurements, and how this was a way in which her mother surveilled and problematized
her child body:
I think my mother was definitely surveilling my body. I wasn’t sent to fat camp, I
wasn’t told to lose weight, but I know that I got smaller portions than my brother,
and we even talked about it later, years later, as adults, him noticing that, as well, so
all these messages that we don’t want you to be fat.
Amy reflects on the moments in which she became aware that her body was a problem:
I remember hearing things…and being confused by those messages and…having
parents and other people in my life make comments about my body, you know, ‘You
should really watch what you’re eating, you’re getting a belly on you’, and other sort
of body-shaming comments. So, I don’t think I was aware of any of that until others
put that on me, and then I remember clearly understanding that that expectation
was really, really important, and how I wanted them to think I looked good.
Yamaja describes a particularly traumatizing memory with her mother, where her body
was problematized and her future possibilities limited by her mother’s perceptions of her
body size:
She wouldn’t say anything about my fat little body, and she yanks the towel away
from me, so I’m standing in front of her naked, and she points to some stretch lines
on my, what was much smaller belly then, and says ‘No man will ever love you as
long as you have these’, you know, and if you’re this fat.
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These encounters point to the breadth of experiences that participants had, from seemingly
innocuous comments about dress size (Jade) to more potent problematizing messages
received via weight loss clinics (Casey) and even violating experiences (Yamaja). All of
these examples are different iterations of how children’s bodies were problematized in
significant and lasting ways.
Puberty and Bodily Change
In the context of embodied awareness and the problematized child body, nearly all
participants independently identified puberty as a time where they either first became
aware of their size or became aware of the changes their bodies were undergoing and the
expectations that others were placing on their (pre)pubescent bodies. While puberty is not
a linear process and not every person experiences puberty (and certainly no two people
experience puberty in the same way), it was a marker of change and disruption for many
participants. Plthilda directly addresses the often-problematic narratives about puberty,
and how these impacted her sense of self as she experienced puberty at a younger age than
her peers:
I think there’s this cultural perception that it’s going to happen in a very specific
way and at a very specific timeline and if you’re in advance of that timeline or like
behind that timeline then all manner of woes befall you based on like no fault of
your own, but rather just being again, in a dystopia, so I think my experience of
embodiment has definitely been impacted by that and going into like being an early
mature and having a larger body than my peers.
Yamaja shared a similar reflection about overhearing her parents’ consternation over the
timing of her first menstruation:
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I also overheard them having a disparaging argument, my parents, about what was
wrong with my body, because I didn’t start my period until I was 13 and they
thought that was outrageously late and they thought maybe because I was fat that
that had delayed my womanhood. And I really think it was the dieting, you know,
that was delaying my development.
The timing and nature of puberty was yet another way in which the child body was
problematized. Aisha noted how the changes she experienced during puberty at the age of
eight influenced her feelings about her body size as well:
I was a very skinny, however I would, I very clearly recall wearing a baby purple,
and baby grey fleece sweater…it’s like I would always wear very baggy clothes,
because I noticed that I was developing curves, and I was starting to develop sooner
than a lot of my peers. And I remember like just feeling so ashamed of my body
changing.
The redistribution of fat during puberty was something that brought many participants
shame and/or confusion about their bodies. Susan discussed how her breasts started
“jiggling” during puberty, marking the time at which her mother took her shopping for her
first bra and talked to her about puberty. Interestingly, Susan later reflected on how her
body’s jiggling was a source of shame in adolescence, specifically how her legs would jiggle
and became a source of bullying from other children in her class. In the context of prevalent
weight-based body shame, puberty brought with it additional layers of bodily disruption
and problematization for many participants.
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Parenting and Intergenerationality
Six interview participants were also parents themselves, with children ranging in
age from infants to grown adults. This section will explore interactions with their children,
surveillance of pregnant bodies, and how mother blame operated within participants’
experiences. This section will also highlight how participants reflected on the
intergenerationality of weight-based shame and stigma.
In discussing the similarities and differences in her approach to parenting her own
children as compared to her parents’ approach—specifically as it relates to body size and
food practices—Amy said, “I’m dramatically different. Like everything that I was taught and
learned about food and bodies, I do the exact opposite, intentionally”. Amy went on to
elaborate on her approach to teaching her children about body size and weight stigma:
I’m trying to teach my kids, there’s always going to be a money-making system out
there called diet culture that’s going to not care about your health, intentionally try
to hurt you to make money off of you, and I don’t say it in those words, but I’ll say
like, you know, part of learning to feed your body is, you know, it depends on where
you are in the world and how close you are to food and what you feel like.
Alice also talked about how she is approaching conversations about food and weight very
differently with her son than how her parents approached these subjects with her:
For me it’s more I think the way the messaging changes is me talking to him about
how does the food make you feel? How does he feel when he eats the food? You
know, allowing him to enjoy things…so I try to modify my language, so that he’s not
thinking like it’s good, it’s bad.
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In general, participants who identified as fat noted how they were intentionally departing
from the messages that they had received about their bodies in an attempt to foster more
positive and liberating messages about bodies and fatness for their own children.
Mother Blame and the Surveillance of Pregnant Bodies. Kathy (mother of Susan)
noted how she tried to protect her two daughters from the body negativity and disordered
eating that she had experienced for much of her life. She commented:
I didn’t want to pass on my negativity, so I was very proactive in that…one
[daughter] was tall and skinny…so I said, like I associated Susan more with Drew
Berrymore, she looked just like that, so I tried to find them somebody that was a
good-looking, healthy person that they sort of reminded me of.
Kathy’s comment reflects the pressure that is often placed on mothers to not only ensure
that their children eat well and maintain a thin/fit body, but that they also maintain a
positive body image. Kathy put a great deal of emphasis on trying to avoid passing on her
“negativity” to her daughters—a framing that places Kathy’s experiences of disordered
eating and body shame within her as an individual, almost as if these are simply personality
traits to be overcome. Donna (mother of Casey) talked about the responsibility she feels to
protect her child’s health and well-being, how mothers become responsible for their child’s
health, and how weight gets tied to physical health, from even before a child is conceived:
I think this conversation about weight has been a difficult one for me and my
daughter for probably 25 years. For a long time. And it’s very difficult to sort out
how to make it better in some ways. I think that my daughter feels that I’m judging
her, that I’m blaming her, that I am disappointed in her…I think for myself kind of
saying, well, is any of that true? I think at times, yes. I think it’s difficult as a parent
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to see your child make what you may perceive to be choices that are not the choices
that you want them to make for themselves, that there may be choices that they’re
making that are compromising their health...basically, that’s what it’s all about as a
parent is wanting your child to be healthy, to be mentally and physically healthy,
and you start that approach before you conceive, right? Like it’s very engrained, so it
is very difficult, and it continues to be a source of conflict between myself and my
daughter.
Later in the conversation, Donna acknowledged that a person “loses privilege” in our
society by having a larger body, and that in some ways her desire for her child to obtain a
smaller body was to protect them from the burden of social stigma that is targeted at larger
bodies. Similarly, Tina—whose daughter was four years old at the time of the interview—
expressed a desire to protect her from the burden of weight stigma:
It’s definitely a worry for me, like she [participant’s daughter] is very thin because
it’s part of her birth defect, or it might just be being Asian. But my in-laws are very
negative about me being fat, so I’m kind of afraid, what if she’s fat? Will they treat
her badly? It’s definitely something that’s on my mind, it’s like…I don’t want her to
be fat just because I know the world’s harder when you are, but I know the
likelihood of her being fat is pretty good.
Participants who were parents felt a significant amount of pressure to ensure the wellbeing of their children. This was the case for those who tried to help their children avoid
fatness, as well as for those who desired to teach their children about the harms of weight
stigma and the importance of body neutrality and/or positivity. The burden of protection—
from both fatness and weight stigma—was squarely on the shoulders of mothers. Donna
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commented on the pressures she felt to ensure that her children fit within a particular
acceptable standard of thinness:
I did feel pressure, I felt pressure to do it right, to, you know, to parent a child who
would fit within the ‘acceptable’, in quotes, standards for society. I think that there
still is and certainly have been for some time messages about obesity, you know, to
use the word that was and is obesity, right? And I think there’s also a lot of blame, I
think that mothers get blamed.
Tina shared a similar reflection on the moral imperative to avoid fatness, and the
perception she faced that, because she is fat, she inevitably poses a threat to her children’s
well-being:
I have PCOS [polycystic ovarian syndrome] and I was always told it would be hard to
have kids and you know, and then you really feel, ‘Oh, they’re right, me being fat has
this moral implication for the universe, right?’ (laughs) Like, you know, like my
baby’s gonna suffer because I’m fat, oh no and like it felt, like oh it was just
devastating, and you know, my husband’s parents said, oh, if I had kids they’d be
disabled because of my weight and stuff like that, so that was really hurtful.
Jade reflected on how mother blame might have impacted her own mother, who was also a
fat person:
It’s this idea where you’re fat and you’re raising fat kids, you know, this fat
contagion. I definitely think that was something that my mother was worried…that
me being fat reflected that she passed this on to me, that it reflected on her poorly.
Jade’s comment calls on the idea of “obesogenic environments”, and the common
perception that fat parents will produce fat children, therefore perpetuating the “problem
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of obesity” (see, for example, Warin et al., 2012). Alice described the blame she felt for how
her chronic illness impacted her parenting, indicating a link between mother blame and
(dis)ablism:
I felt like…I was really angry that my son was going to be stuck with a sick mom. You
know, like this is not fair, he’s my only kid, the only one I plan to have and like I’ve
fucked up motherhood because I’m sick, you know. So yeah, there was sadness,
there was rage, and the grief.
For some participants, the experience of mother-blame began in pregnancy.
Pregnancy came with additional surveillance alongside distress about bodily changes.
Kathy, who had had a tumultuous relationship with her body and had described a long
history with disordered eating and weight management attempts, spoke about how she
rationalized her bodily changes during pregnancy because her pregnant body wasn’t “her”
body, but rather one that was working to support the growth of her twins:
During pregnancy, I never felt awful because you’re, I had twins, so I was out to here
[participant indicated large belly], but that was not, that was producing a child, or
two children, it wasn’t really my body, my body was working well for me at that
point.
Lucy (white cis woman, mother of Plthilda) reflected on the ways in which her pregnant
body was policed in medical settings:
I think that from my physician during the time that I was gaining weight throughout
my pregnancies, I did hear from them that like, well, this much weight gain is
considered normal, if you are gaining more than that we have to be concerned about
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it, and I don’t happen to think that that’s a good way to speak to new moms or
prospective moms, it just makes them really self-conscious about their size.
Finally, Amy summarized her feelings on the expectations that are placed on pregnant and
postpartum bodies based on her experiences after birthing her children:
I get very angry at how moms’ bodies are portrayed, expectations through
celebrities and through plastic surgery for, like, specifically trying to get your baby
body back, or that kind of philosophy. So, I get a sense of like righteous anger of like,
this is not okay, this is not, like this is just so damaging to so many people.
In short, the maternal role in a person’s feelings about their body and engagement
with weight loss attempts is complicated and often not linear. All mothers who were
interviewed for this study indicated a strong desire to protect their children and to do what
was right for them. While this intention is certainly not the case in all parent-child dyads, it
was the case for parents in the current study. This theme highlights the strong influence
that social regulation related to fatness has on mothers and on the parent-child
relationship, and how parental messages/behaviours are shaped by the social and political
context. This is why discussions of intergenerational messages about fatness must include
an analysis of macro-level mechanisms including the weight-based stigma that is still
engrained within public health, medicine, media, and the weight-cycling industry.
Expunging Fat: Weight Cycling Industry and Diet Culture
In the current study, all participants had engaged with intentional weight
management practices. For many, these began in childhood and cycled on and off through
adulthood, with some participants actively engaged in weight management techniques at
the time of the interview. The discussion of weight loss attempts in this section includes
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suggestions of dieting behaviours in medical settings during childhood and adolescence,
personal attempts at weight loss, and memories of witnessing parents make repeated
weight loss attempts. Two key weight cycling interactions that participants described will
also be discussed in this section—that is, experiences with Weight Watchers and weight
loss surgery.
Prescribed Weight Loss in Medical Settings
While participants were not directly asked to discuss their experiences in medical
settings, the vast majority shared stories about times when their bodies were scrutinized
within medical settings as children. Some of these medical settings were weight loss
specific—that is, the participant’s parents were actively seeking weight-related medical
advice. Other medical messaging was provided out of context, for example, the participant
was taken to a doctor for a medical concern and the doctor or other medical professional
gave unsolicited weight loss advice. Most often, the messages that participants witnessed
or heard in medical settings while growing up were warnings that either their parents or
they were receiving from doctors—that if they weren’t “careful”, they would become fat
adults. Amy recalled:
I do remember like physicians like saying to my mom with me in the room, ‘you
better be careful with her because she’s overweight and you better watch what you
feed her,’ and being witness to that.
Similarly, Robert recalls similar warnings:
When I was in adolescence, when I was a teenager, I started to get comments from
nurses in doctor’s offices about watching what I eat. And, but never anything like
helpful, you know, just sort of blah, blah, blah.
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Yamaja reflected on the first time a doctor suggested that she was too fat at the age of four:
I think I was four then and they gave me a year to get myself together [laughing] to a
four-year-old, you know, if you don’t, you’re going on a diet kind of thing, so there
was that.
Of note in Yamaja’s comment above is the responsibility that was placed on her as a fouryear-old child—that she was given a year to “get herself together” before she would be
placed on a diet. In this case, the family had sought out medical advice with regards to her
weight. Other participants recalled experiences of unsolicited weight loss advice. For
example, August recounted an experience they had when their parents brought them to a
medical clinic for strep throat at the age of seven:
I had strep, they took me to the health clinic and this doctor who was quite possibly
older than God told me that, um, and at that time I weighed about 150 pounds and I,
so I wasn’t, you know, I was heavy for my age, but at that time I was told that I
needed to lose 70 to 100 pounds…and I was seven.
Tabitha shared a similar story of going to a medical clinic with a sore throat as a teenager
and receiving weight loss advice rather than medical attention:
There’s a clinic near my house, I went there for a sore throat and the doctor that I
saw was really just nasty…I’m telling him like, ‘My throat hurts, can you take a
sample? Maybe I have strep throat,’ and he starts telling me at some point, ‘Here’s
what you need to do. Instead of eating one dozen, two dozen eggs, eat one dozen
eggs, instead of two loaves of bread, eat one loaf of bread, instead of two packs of
bacon, eat one pack of bacon, you see? You need to start eating half of what you
already eat’.
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Other participants had memories of being brought to nutritionists as children, in order to
address their eating habits:
I remember going to a nutritionist when I was like four, like I remember this, and it
was under the guise of well, she’s not eating well, right, and so trying to get me to
have more of a, being less of a picky eater, but it was very suspicious that it was all
vegetables, and it wasn’t that I was a picky eater, it was just that I hated frozen
fucking vegetables. (Purple)
Similarly, Tabitha recalled:
I do remember there was discussion about a nutritionist…I had more than one
nutritionist and I had to follow these stupid eating plans and then I remember them,
I think my mom had told me at some point they had tested me to see if my thyroid
was working, and it was, and so they figured I was eating too much.
Child Weight Management Attempts
Strongly related to these messages that participants received in medical settings are
the various direct experiences that participants had with weight loss attempts as children
and teens. Many participants described the ways in which their parents, at the advice of
medical professionals, sought to manage their weight and ultimately either lose weight, or
restrict further weight gain with the goal of achieving thinness before reaching adulthood.
These weight management techniques included both formal diets and informal attempts to
manage body size. Participants reported being put on diets starting as young as four and
five years old, right up until their teen years when they began to engage in weight loss
attempts on their own, with strong encouragement from parents and others. Out of 19
participants interviewed for this project, 14 were either engaged in weight loss attempts or
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were told that they should be losing weight before the age of 18. Casey recalls their first
interactions with a weight loss clinic as an adolescent:
When I was about 12 my parents took me to what I lovingly, sarcastically, refer to as
the fat program…it’s basically like a healthy eating and exercise program for
children, and they would do things like you have to ride a bike, and they’d measure
certain things, and they taught you about portion size control and all of that, healthy
eating, and so that was kind of the first place where I was labelled obese, which at
the time felt like an enormous blow.
Donna, who is Casey’s mother, reflected on how she viewed weight as a parent, and the
limited frameworks she was offered for viewing body size and weight management when
her children were young:
I do remember concern…in the words of a health perspective about weight,
especially as the girls went into teenage years…I realize these are label terms, but
I’m going to use them anyway, but you don’t want to be too heavy, you don’t want to
be too large it’s, it’s not healthy, right? It’s not healthy…I don’t think that there were
very many alternatives in the circle, certainly that I moved in at the time, to that
type of focus as a parent, that you focus on health and excess weight is not healthy,
period.
While most participants remembered first dieting between 12 and 17 years old, some
shared stories of being put on diets at only four or five years of age. Purple had memories
of being on a number of diets throughout childhood:
I think by the time I was 15, I had been on, in the neighbourhood of, 10
diets…seriously, I remember doing SlimFast when I was in seventh grade, I
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remember doing a Beach Body, which is sort of a modified Atkins diet, when I was in
ninth grade, and all these other, you know, combination of calorie restriction or
excessive movement to combat, like all of these things. And what’s amazing here,
I’ve never been unhealthy, I’ve never been unfit, I’ve just always been fat.
Similar to Purple, Yamaja had been on diets since a very early age:
My mother had me on a diet since I was five, I was always hungry and it was so
painful and so distracting, and it turned me into a criminal, because just to get any
kind of food I would have to secret this and secret that and I didn’t get an allowance,
so you know, I understand people who turn to crime when their basic needs aren’t
met.
Tabitha described how she, at the age of 14, came to size acceptance after being on various
diets since the age of seven:
I came to size acceptance when I was 14 years old, my mom had me on diet after
diet after diet from a really young age, to a point where I was like fuck this, if she
loves me the way she says she does, than she should accept my body the way it is,
I’m not dieting anymore.
Reflecting on how it felt to refuse the dieting behaviours that her mother had imposed,
Tabitha said:
It felt amazing and liberating, because I was finally, like, I didn’t have to follow her
stupid diets anymore, I didn’t have to like segregate myself from the family in that
way anymore, like, I really fucking hated it and I was so happy to not have to do
something that I hated deep in my soul anymore.
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For Aisha, while it was not her parents who put her on a diet during childhood, she does
remember comparing her body size to peers at the age of eight and feeling the need to lose
weight. She reflects on a moment of comparison with her childhood best friend:
I would always compare myself in terms of what I weighed, and I remember I
weighed 20 pounds more than her at the age of 8, and I remember at that point that
was my first sign of oh my gosh, I’m bigger, and we were the same height, we were
the same age, and I remember feeling like oh my goodness, like I need to lose
weight, watch what I eat because I can’t, like I’m so much bigger than her.
Similarly, Amy remembered comparing herself to her peers. She makes the connection
between these comparisons and messages she had received from parents about needing to
“be careful” in order to avoid gaining weight:
When I was maybe 10 or 11 that I remember saying to my mom, ‘Why are my
friends so much skinnier than me?’ And that didn’t seem fair. So, there was this
sense of this unfairness that they are better and I am worse, and that would have
developed out of probably a lot of these comments that were made about being
careful.
These warnings and comparisons were common in participants’ experiences and they
served as a metric by which participants’ weight was monitored and/or managed.
Participants were often compared to their peers and many were warned about becoming
fat. The nature and depth of these warnings about “being careful” to avoid fat futures will
be further explored in Chapter Five: Theorizing the Affective Entanglements of Biopedagogy.
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Parent Dieting Behaviours
In addition to their direct experiences weight loss attempts as children, participants
described witnessing their parents’ various weight loss and management techniques.
Participants reflected on how these weight management practices spilled over into their
own lives, embodied experiences, and food practices. Amy reflected on the cyclical nature
of her parents’ dieting practices, commenting on how these practices were heavily
influenced by the diet culture of the 1980s and 90s:
I grew up in the 80s and like 90s, height of diet culture… so it was constantly dieting,
so lots of diet foods…I always recalled like January was cabbage soup month, and
February was no chocolate month, and March was the no sugar month and it was
just like a rotating thing.
Amy also described how her parents’ dieting behaviours throughout her childhood
impacted her own dieting behaviours as she approached adolescence. For example, she
reflected on how her parents’ dieting influenced the types of foods that were available in
her house, including only low/no fat and low/no calorie foods in fitting with the dieting
milieu of the late 1980s through the 1990s.
They would partake in the dieting, but they would also bring in low fat foods, low
calorie, this was in the time of like no fat and no calorie, right? So, everything in our
house was low calorie, zero calorie yogurt and fat free dressings and all those things.
So, I think there was definitely comments made to me specifically of like, ‘You don’t
need to eat that dessert, your body doesn’t need that’, so it was very much tied up
with like deserving of food based on my body size versus other people.
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While Jade reflected on her mother’s engagement with the popular 1980s “cabbage soup
diet”, she commented that her father was a chronic dieter more than her mother:
The fascinating thing is my father, who was the thin one, was obsessed with losing
weight, and constantly talked about his diet ad nauseam, and even though he was
attracted to fat women, he wanted to be thin himself, so I got a lot of messaging, kind
of weird messaging, there.
Robert made a direct connection between their parents’ lived experiences of racism and
dieting behaviours. Robert noted that their family had moved from a Southern to a
Northern state in the United States, and after that their parents had begun to gain weight.
Robert’s reflections on this suggested that the stress of new iterations of racism their
parents experienced after this move resulted in significant weight gain. After this weight
gain, Robert’s parents both started a diet plan that involved consuming only branded, premade foods. Robert reflected on how this specific time of dieting made it so that Robert
never learned how to prepare food for themself, and how this deeply influenced their own
relationship with their body and size:
I hate to say like if X, then I wouldn’t have become fat, you know? But I feel like if my
parents hadn’t been struggling with their own weight, and if I had known how to
cook for myself, if I had been encouraged to be involved in physical activity, then my
relationship to weight right now would be very different.
Similarly, Purple reflects on the ways in which her mother’s disordered relationship with
food and dieting created barriers for understanding her own hunger and fullness cues:
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My mom is thin because she’s abused laxatives for 30 years, my mom has a deeply,
deeply disordered relationship with food…it has taken me until right now to start
re-parenting myself around satiation signals in a meaningful way.
Margaret’s parents started the Jenny Craig diet when she was a young teen, and she
articulated how this not only influenced her own body, but she also reflected on her
parents’ reaction to her changing body:
So they were on Jenny Craig, and they always had like carrots out, and celery, like
they had those kind of like snacks out, and so when your parents are eating a certain
way, you end up eating a certain way, and I was in grade nine, so I lost some weight
and I remember Dad making a really big deal about how good I looked, like I only
ever got comments about my body when I lost weight, I don’t have a body if I’m not
losing weight.
Margaret’s comment “I don’t have a body if I’m not losing weight” is a poignant example of
the boundaries within which fat bodies are allowed to live and thrive. That is, for Margaret,
when she was fatter, her body “didn’t exist” to her family, however when her body changed
and became smaller, she was praised and given a great deal of positive feedback. That is,
the body only exists when it is moving toward an acceptable, thin standard.
Weight Watchers as Intergenerational Biopedagogy
Nearly all participants had interacted with the Weight Watchers weight cycling
program throughout their lives, either having been on Weight Watchers themselves, or
having participated in Weight Watchers through a dieting parent. Interestingly, when
participants discussed Weight Watchers, it was almost a taken-for-granted truth that we
had all done Weight Watchers at some point in our fat lives (I include myself in this “we”, as

FEELING FAT: THEORIZING INTERGENERATIONAL BODY NARRATIVES THROUGH AFFECT

124

a fat person who conducted the interviews and who has a long history with Weight
Watchers). There was a sometimes-unspoken tone of familiarity when the topic of Weight
Watchers came up. In the following exchange with Casey, they were reflecting on their
mother’s weight management practices:
Interviewer: Okay. So, she didn’t go through the diet program that you were put on
when you were 12, that didn’t happen for her.
Casey: No. She’s never done any, I mean, maybe she’s done Weight Watchers, I
obviously have also done [laughs] – obviously – I also have done.
Interviewer: We all have [laughs].
Many participants had witnessed their parent(s) being on Weight Watchers for their entire
lives, since the diet plan becomes free after a person reaches their “goal weight”. Many
parents of participants had hovered around their goal weight throughout their lives and
had stayed with Weight Watchers throughout. This made Weight Watchers a permanent
fixture in some families. Megan reflected on how she and both of her parents were on
Weight Watchers together when she was 17 years old. She recounts how Weight Watchers
became a family affair in her household, with shared success and failure, as well as shared
strategizing around the use of POINTS:
I remember there was always like a little bit of tension around that because my
mom was getting annoyed with [my dad], that like he said he was following along
but he clearly wasn’t because he wasn’t losing weight. And my mom was very
critical of herself because she’d been doing it for so long and she’d be losing like 0.2
of a pound and she was very critical of herself and it was part of the whole
accountability thing that like you tell everybody how much you lost, and so she was
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very critical of herself. So then I think that that transferred in because like if you lost
any less than a pound it just seemed like nothing. And I remember that being
weird…I don’t remember her being…overly critical of like, ‘Oh, you didn’t lose
weight this week’, it wasn’t super direct in that way, it was sort of like, ‘Oh, this next
week we’ll do better…let’s make sure that we’re measuring’, and she would sort of
make comments about how we can do better next week, but it was always in the we,
like, ‘Oh, I didn’t have a great week either, so let’s do this together and be a little bit
more attentive’ or, ‘Instead of like using our POINTS on popcorn we’ll use our
POINTS on something else’, like that kind of a language of like, ‘Let’s do this together,
let’s use our POINTS on something different together’.
Megan reflected on how following the Weight Watchers program together led her to
constantly compare her own weight to that of her mother. Because Megan weighed
significantly more than her mother and was much further from her goal weight, she
expressed an ongoing feeling of shame. While at the time of the interview Megan was no
longer engaged with Weight Watchers, she noted that her mother was still following the
diet plan and attending meetings. While Weight Watchers was a family affair for Megan,
Tabitha recalled being sent to Weight Watchers as a child without an accompanying parent
or caregiver. Tabitha recalled how she felt while attending these meetings:
I know that I was the only kid there in those meetings, and I hated how the people
talked about themselves, like, I hated the fact that they were spending this time and
energy on hating themselves, even as a 10-year-old I could see this clearly, like, ‘You
all hate yourselves and you’re paying people to let you hate yourselves, you’re all
fucking stupid!’ (laughs).
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While Tabitha expressed anger and frustration, Tina described a feeling of humiliation
related to her time at Weight Watchers, stating, “I found it quite humiliating because it was,
well, because I was never very successful and it just felt like it was very gendered” (Tina).
Tina described feeling like the messaging at Weight Watchers meetings was geared toward
“middle aged housewives”, and how she—as a physically active teenager—could not
connect with the coaching she was receiving from her Weight Watchers instructor.
Margaret commented on her weight loss while on Weight Watchers, and how she had
desired for this weight loss to be noticed:
I liked it because people would notice…I remember having conversations with my
parents being like, ‘Do you think people will notice I’ve lost weight yet?’ But I
remember the attitude of the leaders, if you didn’t lose weight when you stepped on
the scale for your weigh-in, if it was like, ‘You’re up 4 pounds’, and I’m thinking, that
just means you had something salty, but you’re up 4 pounds, or like you only lost
like half a pound.
Yamaja described being put on Weight Watchers as a pre-pubescent child. She notes that
she lost a significant amount of weight and that her pre-determined goal weight was very
low. As a growing child, she became very sick and underweight, and was congratulated for
this “weight loss success”. Yemaja shared that since the Weight Watchers program no
longer charged participants once they reached their goal weight, and that because she
began to gain weight as she grew, her father would no longer pay for Weight Watchers:
My father stopped, so for a while he wouldn’t pay for the Weight Watchers weekly
fee, but an aunt…paid for it and I got no other gifts because that money was
Christmas, birthday, everything, well Christmas and birthday, those were the two
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times you’d get a gift, and so that was everything that they would pay for this for me
to get myself respectable, or minimal.
Further, Yamaja shared this Weight Watchers fee structure led her to over-exercise to
maintain her pre-determined weight loss goal so that she could continue accessing the
program in order to appease her parents:
As I was regaining the weight from this artificially low goal, even for Weight
Watchers, they had their teen program, I, we couldn’t afford it because you know
you go and you weigh in and if you’re over your goal weight they say you have to
pay and we didn’t have the money and so you would leave in shame, so at that point
I started super crazy exercising and starving myself, more to try and stay in that
range, because my mother was, because of course she was so proud when her girl
had lost all this weight.
Robert described having worked for Weight Watchers after many years on the diet, and
how they could no longer pursue this career path because they did not achieve their
“healthy weight”:
I was hired with the understanding that I would lose those 10 pounds within six
months, and my body was perfectly happy at the 10 pounds above, so if I hadn’t
been so determined to work for them, or if the healthy weight range had been
different, then I think my relationship to my body and to my weight would be very
different right now, because if I had just, like my doctor was perfectly happy to write
the note to say that I had reached goal, at that 10 pounds above their own goal
weight, but you had to be within their own range to work for them.
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In this way, Weight Watchers not only became inaccessible for participants who gained
weight back and could not afford to re-start payments, but the program also limited
employment opportunities based on weight loss success and failures.
Weight Watchers was a permanent fixture in many families and in the lives of many
participants. This created an intergenerational component of Weight Watchers, where
parents brought their children into the fold of the weight cycling program, either informally
or formally. Because of its strategic model, Weight Watchers retained participants in this
study (as well as their parents) for many years. At the time of the interview, some
participants shared that their mothers had been on Weight Watchers for more than 15
years.
Weight Loss Surgery
One participant in this study had had weight loss surgery, and others had interacted
with the weight loss surgery industry in various ways. The idea of weight loss surgery often
loomed over participants as a threat or warning—that if their bodies became too large,
they would need to undergo weight loss surgery. In this section, I will focus on two specific
weight loss surgery stories—Purple and August—as examples of how weight loss surgery
factored into intergenerational messaging and personal embodied experiences.
August’s Weight Loss Surgery Story. August’s mother had weight loss surgery
when August was 14 years old. Prior to their mother’s weight loss surgery, August and
their family (mother and father) had been homeless. August recounted becoming their
mother’s main caretaker after her weight loss surgery. In fact, August was homeschooled so
that they could remain at home to take care of their mother, including care tasks related to
their mother’s weight loss surgery preparation and recovery. August recounts how they
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became solely responsible for their mother’s weight loss after surgery, and how they were
blamed for their mother’s slower-than-expected weight loss progress:
And so, it fell to me to make her food because we were poor and what they tell you
to do is buy baby food, but that was not something we could do. And so, I was
constantly, every two hours, blending something, like cooking something, blending
it, and preparing, and serving her. And she didn’t lose as much weight as she wanted
to, so you lose the overwhelming majority of your weight in the first six months
because you’re basically not eating [laughs]. She lost a little bit over half of what she
wanted to lose, and my father used that to, like used that to jump on me, that I
wasn’t taking care of her, I wasn’t feeding her what she needed to be fed, I was
malnourishing her, I was overfeeding her, and therefore I was a horrible person.
And actually, if I really wanted her to succeed, I would have gotten the surgery too
and then we would all be doing it at once and it would be sunshine and roses and so
on and so forth.
August relayed how this experience taught them about what it meant to have a fat body:
So that was when not only did I realize I was fat, but I realized that being fat was a
very, very horrible thing, and doing anything at all possible to get rid of fat was good
and until and unless I got rid of all my fat, I would never be a good person.
August’s mother’s decision to have weight loss surgery had immediate and long-term
effects on August. Expecting a child to puree food and feed it to their parent every two
hours without additional support, and then blaming that child for the parent’s slow weight
loss progress is an extreme example of how anti-obesity biopedagogy can show up in
families. August learned through this experience they were responsible for their mother’s
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weight, that they should have had weight loss surgery too (as per their father’s comment),
and that having a fat body is a horrible moral failing.
Purple’s Weight Loss Surgery Story. Purple underwent weight loss surgery at the
age of 20 after she had completed her first year of university. Leading up to her decision to
undergo weight loss surgery, Purple experienced a great deal of pressure from her family
who expressed “concern” about her recent weight gain. She noted:
My body went from sort of a socially acceptable fatness to like a socially
unacceptable fatness really quickly, and again, it wasn’t impacting me, like I was
going to class, I was doing great, I had a vibrant social life, I ran like six different
clubs, I was having the time of my fucking life, but everyone around me was getting
concerned.
Purple does not specify where the line between “socially acceptable” and “socially
unacceptable” fatness is largely because this line shifts depending on context and other
factors. For some, this line is about the functionality of the body (e.g., being able to engage
in a particular level of physical activity) while for others, it is related to the body’s ability to
navigate straight-sized (non-fat) spaces (e.g., shopping in a regular clothing store or fitting
in a regular desk). Despite feeling like she was not impacted by her weight gain, Purple
noted that her family was “really working on” her regarding having weight loss surgery.
Purple describes the way in which weight loss surgery was “sold” to her:
The more that I sort of got deeper into this like diet culture, because the literature
literally tells you, your life is ‘gonna start, you weren’t even living, you thought you
were living, but wait ‘til you try thinness, like you thought living before in this shitty
20-year-old Winnebago of a body was great? Like wait until we get you into this
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sexy Ferrari of a body, then living, then, then you’re going to live, like just wait and
see.
Purple describes having lost 140 pounds in 11 months after her lap band surgery, and
becoming the “poster child” for the surgery clinic:
Like, you think getting the surgery is a drug? Try being a poster child of an entire
surgery. They had never had someone lose as much weight as I did, they trucked me
into every meeting to recruit people, and I’m not talking—like the praise, the
adulation, the just—every time I came in to a hero’s welcome, it was next fucking
level, like it felt so good.
Two years after her weight loss surgery, Purple’s lap band slipped and she needed to have
emergency surgery to have it removed. After her lap band was removed, she had significant
health issues, including a gall bladder attack that nearly took her life and led her to having
surgery to remove her gall bladder. Purple gained back the weight she had initially lost
after her lap band surgery. One year after having her lap band removed, she returned to the
surgery clinic to accompany a friend who was having weight loss surgery and describes
how her surgeon did not even recognize her. This surgeon had “trucked” her into meetings
in order to sell the surgery and recruit new patients, had praised her and “crowned” her as
a poster child for the procedure, and then just one year later, after Purple had regained
weight, the surgeon not only did not recognize her, but did not even notice her. Purple
reflected on how she went from thin and highly visible to regaining the weight and no
longer having access to visibility or personhood:
I think that’s the thing too is that when you have actually touched thin privilege,
when you have actually…something happens to you when you lose weight, you are
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awarded personhood [participant is crying]…That was such a critical juncture in
myself, you know, that was such a critical moment in myself.
Purple’s reflection here highlights the reality that a fat person’s proximity to humanity is
contingent on their proximity to thinness. For the doctor, Purple ceased to exist as a full
human after she re-gained her weight, to the point where the doctor no longer
acknowledged or seemingly even perceived her. For these two participants—Purple and
August—weight loss surgery (and the industry that surrounds it) had a significant and
lasting impact on their lives, bodies, and sense of themselves. For both participants, weight
loss surgery was identified as a major turning point in their relationships with their bodies
and both participants reflected on the visceral, physical implications of weight loss surgery
for them and their loved ones.
Fat, Food and Affect
In this final section, I will discuss how food factored into participants’ personal
experiences and within their family dynamics. This section describes the complex and
varied food-related messages that participants received while growing up, experiences of
food commentary and shaming, and the inextricable nature of the relationship between
food and affect.
Food Messages and Practices
Participants were asked what messages they received about food growing up and
their responses highlight the complex and varied nature of how social expectations, fad
diets, and cultural messaging factor into how food was framed within families. These
included common messages such as food as fuel for the body, food as a chore, or particular
types of foods as reserved for special occasions. Participants also recalled conversations
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regarding what was considered “junk” or “garbage” versus “clean” or “healthy” foods, and
what types of food should be avoided altogether. Overall, food messages were complex and
varied. Amy shared the following overview of the food messages she received growing up,
which were deeply tied to the fad diets her parents ascribed to during the 1980s and 90s:
Less was better, eating less like sauces, less fatty foods was a big deal, like paper
towel and cleaning off the grease from the top of the pizza and that would happen
for me but it wouldn’t happen for my other brothers and so like that fat was bad.
The framing of particular foods a junk or garbage was also a very common message. Donna
commented:
The biggest label would be around…you know, junk food, it’s that kind of processed
food that’s high in fats and sugars and not good for you. So, the focus was always on
at least my understanding of what the focus was that it was always on healthy
choices.
Megan talked about how she experienced guilt about eating, particularly when she was
eating foods that had been labelled “junk” or “treat” foods in the context of her large family:
I do remember having a lot of guilt over the things I was eating and like secretly
eating. I’m also like the youngest of six kids, so there was always that like, if there’s a
box of cookies in the house you have to get one now, or else there won’t be one in a
few hours [laughing]… I do remember being very conscious of like the things that I
was and wasn’t supposed to eat.
Eating in secret was something that other participants described as well, fuelled by shame
surrounding the types or amounts of food that they were eating. Participants also relayed
stories of food scarcity and how this impacted the messages they received about food via
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their families’ food practices. For example, Jade discussed the complex connection between
food scarcity and her family’s food experiences:
So complicated, I mean some of it was that we were definitely struggling to put food
on the table, so it was often a thing of portion sizes, you had to, you know, my
parents always had this argument about how many salmon croquettes that my
mother would squeeze out of this one can of salmon, which is two for each of us, and
it was always very scientific.
Relatedly, Aisha shared a positive food message she received from her father, which she
situated within his family history of food scarcity:
My dad would make comments, and I don’t know if it was the fact that he lived in
poverty growing up…you are never to count how many rotis you eat, you eat until
you’re full, but you never count, like you would never say I’ve had four rotis today
and that’s enough, you eat until you’re full.
Aisha later reflected on how this idea of “you are never to count how many rotis you eat”
factors into her food practices with her husband. Interestingly, while this idea came out of
her fathers’ intergenerational food scarcity, for Aisha it had also become connected to her
perception of needing to lose weight and limit her food intake. While the idea of counting
food (counting calories, counting carbs) was often tied to weight loss attempts, for both
Jade and Aisha, it was also tied to experiences of food scarcity within their families.
Purple summarized the connection between food messaging and weight loss
attempts in her family throughout her life:
I would describe my family as the land of duplicity, everything, we had the most
stringent Whore/Madonna complex with food you have ever fucking seen. Our food
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stories, I have such engrained food stories, you know, so these huge cycles of oh,
hate the fact that dad and Purple are fat and getting fatter, oh fuck, better switch to
some sort of diet, okay, so we’re dieting, but we’re miserable because mom can’t
have sugar and okay so fuck it… everything, everything is duplicitous, everything is
this yes I’m ‘gonna eat this cake but I’m ‘gonna hate myself while I do it, and I hate
you even worse.
Purple’s experience with food messages is consistent with the contradictory nature of
weight-based messages discussed earlier in this chapter. This contradiction with food
echoed through various participants’ stories, where “junk” food was plenty right before a
new diet started, before emphasis went back to consuming “healthy” foods only.
Food Commentary and Shaming
Many participants had experienced frequent unsolicited commentary about and
shaming of their food choices, often by parents or other family members. Amy describes a
particularly poignant interaction with her father that deeply affected her sense of self and
her relationship with food:
I would come home and say, ‘What’s for dinner?’ like, ‘Oh, there is something in the
fridge’. And my dad would snort like a pig at me and he would say like, ‘Do you think
you need to eat?’ And I remember those memories, and I’d close the fridge and say
basically in my mind, if you want to make comments watch how long I won’t eat for.
And so, I think that memory, even though it was probably one of thousands of
encouraging, loving comments, is a tipping point in my body image. I remember
there was so much shame around like, you’re calling me an animal and how dare
you?
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An interesting part of this story is that Amy tells it as if this was a common occurrence—
she says “I remember those memories” as if this happened regularly. At the same time, Amy
goes on to say that this was “probably one of thousands of encouraging, loving comments”.
It is unclear whether this instance happened only once, or if it was, indeed, a common
occurrence, but in either scenario, the impact on Amy’s body image and later development
of an eating disorder was significant. Relatedly, Casey recalls a comment from their
grandfather at a family barbeque:
I guess like the example that I was gonna talk about was like, it actually was my
grandfather. We were at a barbeque or something and I was the first one in line for
the food or whatever and he saw me, and…he said something like, ‘Yeah, you look
like you’ve been first in line a lot of times’… so, I just like burst into tears and ran
away and was really angry.
This comment by Casey’s grandfather served two purposes in that it induced a significant
emotional reaction rooted in shame and anger (“I just like burst into tears…and was really
angry”) and it turned Casey away from the food table (“and ran away”). Aisha talked about
a number of instances throughout her lifetime in which she had experienced food shame
and commentary that was wrapped up in racism:
I consistently sat back, and I wondered you know what group did I fit into that day,
and I really struggled with going to the temple, with smelling like curry when I went
to school, with eating ethnic food, I needed to bring a bagel or a peanut butter
sandwich to school.
Aisha’s experiences with food racism at school as a child extended into her adult life. She
shared a similar story about a colleague commenting on the smell of her “ethnic food” in
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graduate school as well. Aisha also discussed how her young cousin was experiencing the
same types of food-related racism at school, and how she felt compelled to protect her
cousin from the same damaging effects she had experienced. One of these damaging effects
that Aisha reported was a desire to eat foods that her white peers were eating (e.g., a bagel
or a peanut butter sandwich). This was one of many practices that distanced Aisha from
her family’s Indian culture and reinforced her feelings of existing in-between two cultures
rather than fully belonging in either.
Sometimes food commentary was silent, with participants referring to particular
“looks” they received or feelings they had from others. Summer stated, “I constantly felt
monitored in what I was eating, and like, you know, if I had an extra helping of dinner, I’d
get side long looks from both my parents”. Similarly, Jade said:
I remember going to get seconds of some meat loaf, which I love, and I remember
everyone at the table was so quiet when I sat down, and I knew it was related to me
eating too much, and you’re fat as it is, right, this kind of thing.
Related to silent food commentary, sometimes food shaming was done by proxy—that is,
commentary about another person’s food habits impacted the participants’ own
understanding and practices related to food. For example, Plthilda recalled food
commentary directed at her grandfather:
I think what stands out to me the most is that like it was always discussed that my
grandpa liked dessert too much and would have too much dessert. So, that’s a
conversation I remember constantly, I also remember constantly my grandpa ate
too fast and too much.
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Similarly, Margaret recalled a story about being at a restaurant with her father and
stepmother:
We’re sitting in Montana’s, looking at the menu, and they’re trying to figure out,
because everything there has calories on it, so they’re looking at the calories and
calorie counting and being like, ‘Oh, there’s nothing here we can really eat’, like just
complaining and picking apart everything, and being like, ‘Ok, we can do this,
because we’re going for dinner later and we have to make sure we have enough
calories left’, and I didn't say it, because it would have been a big argument, but I
wanted to be like, well, when you’re done this, you can let the fat person at the table
know what they can eat, because you’ve just deemed everything too much.
This experience that Margaret shared provides an example of how she experienced food
commentary by proxy—that is, her parents’ picking apart of the various menu items and
refusal to eat any items that did not fit within their limited calorie allotment for the day had
clear implications for her as a fat person. She was aware that this conversation between her
parents was a sort of performance meant to indicate to her that she should also be counting
calories and attempting to lose weight.
Food and Affect
Notably, affect was often mobilized around discussions of food. Susan described an
experience of clothes shopping while on vacation and finding that the clothing stores did
not sell her size. Susan recounted going to get gelato after this shopping experience, noting,
“gelato fits, gelato always fits”. Susan went on to explain this connection between clothes
shopping and gelato:
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I’m not feeding my feelings, really, it’s kind of a rebellious attempt to just kind of be
positive about my body, even though my body image has just been like pretty much
shame, but it’s just like fuck you, I’m gonna go get ice cream. (laughs).
Susan’s comment “I’m not feeding my feelings” refers to the idea of “emotional eating”.
Emotional eating was often portrayed by participants as a negative practice, as is indicated
here by Susan’s distinction that her gelato experience was not one of eating her feelings.
Related to Susan’s reflections about the relationship between affect and ice cream, Tina
recalled how in her family, ice cream was inherently connected to a broad range of affective
experiences:
Ice cream was the cure all for everything, like we’re bored - let’s go get ice cream,
you had a bad day - let’s go get ice cream, you had a good day - let’s go celebrate
with ice cream.
For Tina’s family, ice cream was inherently tied to all manner of feelings, even though it
was also positioned as a “junk food”.
August shared how within their family, food was framed as emotional support, as
something they could turn to when they were sad or upset, but that they also felt guilt
about and therefore a need to keep their eating habits secret. They said, “Food was never
sustenance, food was emotional support, food was personal support, food was secret
keeper, but food was never, like, life support”. This distinction is important, of food being
emotional support but not life support. In this quotation, August makes a distinction
between food as sustaining physical life (i.e., food as nutrition) and food as providing
emotional support. This relationship with food that August describes, particularly in the
context of keeping secrets, highlights the proximity of food to desire and shame. Plthilda
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discussed the deep connection between food and love in her close relationship with her
grandma:
In a family where food was certainly a source of the communication of love, or a
means of communicating love. Like my grandma…I always joke that my grandma,
who was my first and best friend and like a very significant person in my life, post
1956, like up until her death a couple years ago, never ate a meal to herself in that
entire time period because she spent all of her eating time with others being like,
‘Oh, would you like some of my whatever?’…because I think for her food was how
she learned to communicate love, so it was a situation that certainly would develop
fatness, but like where fatness was kind of like reviled. (Plthilda)
Food was deeply connected to the feeling, expression, and movement of affect. Particularly
related to shame, guilt and love.
The overarching themes that emerged from a thematic analysis of this study’s
interview data include: (1) The fat self, (2) fat childhood and fat in the family, (3)
expunging fat, (4) fat, food and affect. This chapter provided an overview of these key
themes and traced the movement of weight-based stigma across participants’ accounts of
their embodied lives and familial interactions. These findings highlight some of the ways in
which biopedagogies of bodies, and body and eating practices are enacted upon fat-coded
bodies, beginning in early childhood. While the main source of messaging about fatness
came from participants’ parents, these messages were situated in macro-level social
narratives about fatness that showed up in medical settings, schools, media, and other
parts of private and public life. In the chapter that follows, I will fold four key participant
stories and Sara Ahmed’s feminist affect theory into one another in order to push the
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Chapter Five: Theorizing the Affective Entanglements of Biopedagogy
This chapter plugs Sara Ahmed’s feminist affect theory into key stories and excerpts
from the Feeling Fat study’s interview data. Throughout the life span, and particularly
during childhood and adolescence, fat people are taught a multitude of lessons about how
(and how not) to have a fat body. Fat bodies are constituted as destined for illness and
untimely death, or else urgently needing to excise fat to achieve thinness. In either
scenario, a fat child learns that they will not and cannot become a fat adult. Fat futures are
limited by imaginings of poverty, greed, laziness, illness, and untimely death. These lessons
construct an embodied experience for fat young people in which they learn about the very
uninhabitability of fat bodies and the (im)possibilities of fatness—lessons that put fat
people into an oppositional relationship with their own flesh, nurturing a strong desire and
expectation to obtain and maintain thinness. I explore how this biopedagogical process
happens through overlapping and interrelated affective experiences.
A unique feature of these lessons—these biopedagogies—as they are represented
in participants’ stories is the use of specific objects in attaching affect to bodies, objects
including a photograph, an article of clothing, a piece of lasagna. These objects factor
heavily into stories about how to have a body and hold powerful affective charge in the
movement of fat disgust, shame, disdain, and hate within families. In many cases, these
lessons are unspoken—indeed, at times the message is more powerful when it remains
unarticulated and is instead conveyed through objects and affects. These unarticulated
messages hold the power of silence that creates space for shame and its associated affects
to linger and, at times, intensify around and within the target of fat hate.
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This chapter will look at these lessons through an affective analysis to consider how
affect is put to work in the circulation of fat hate and weight stigma. Participant stories and
theory were plugged into one another through various interconnected theoretical concepts,
including the texture of affect (stickiness, slipperiness), viscerality, and the movement of
fear and hate through temporal/spatial imaginings. Ahmed’s writing on affect is central to
this chapter’s grappling with and folding of affect theory. Other theorists and authors are
called upon to extend and expand the integration of specific theoretical concepts.
While other examples from various participant narratives are drawn upon
throughout this chapter, there are four key stories—offered by Purple, Margaret, August,
and Jade—that I will explore through plugging in.
The analytic questions that guided (and emerged from) this plugging in process
was: How does affect shape the boundaries and contours of intergenerational relationships?
How is affect put to work in conveying intergenerational lessons about how to have a body
(biopedagogy)? These specific analytic questions seek to create a direct response to this
study’s third research question: How is affect situated within caregiver-child relationships,
specifically as it relates to fatness? And how are these affects and their effects written on fat
bodies and bodily practices?
The Stories
Purple
Purple shares a story about sitting in the back of a car with her mother. Purple was
wearing a sweater that belonged to her late aunt, who had been the fattest member of the
family:
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I remember this one very particular moment, so I was in the car, I was, I want to say
I was 14, because I was already dating at this point, and…I was wearing this blue
velvet hoodie, I remember this, and it was entirely too hot to wear this hoodie, but I
was really married to it, I was like, ‘No, I am going to sell this look today’. And I
remember for some odd reason, my mom is sitting in the back seat with me… so, I
remember I was kind of, I wasn’t in a normal sitting position, I was sort of lounged
up kind of against the door jamb almost, so like my knees kind of like up on it, so my
belly is kind of like resting on my leg, and I remember my mom sort of like cocking
her head at me…and just her hand gingerly extending itself and she pushed on my
belly like right here, like she pushed on it right there, and I looked at her and I was
like, ‘Are you okay?’ And she’s just like, ‘Oh, sorry, I just wasn’t sure if that was you
or not, like if that was your body or if that was just like the space in the hoodie,’ and
I was like, ‘No, it’s me’, and she was just like, ‘Okay, okay, I mean, well, we can work
on that’. But just sort of this like, this like trepidatiousness, almost like she was
going to touch like, I don’t know, a dead body or a dangerous animal of some
kind…Oh, I remember what it was, that hoodie was her sister’s, right? And again, like
she’s the fattest person in the family, and she was alive…and I remember, that was
her hoodie, and I loved it and I was wearing it and there was this, I think it was the
idea of, ‘Oh my god, if you can put that on and it fits, you are the next [name of aunt].’
Oh, that’s what it was.
Purple provides further context about her aunt’s role as the fattest person in the family
below:
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My mom has two other sisters, she has a very large family, she has two other sisters,
so my mom is the oldest and the thinnest, then it was her middle sister [name of
aunt 1], who was the fattest person in the family, and then there was her youngest
sister [name of aunt 2]. [name of aunt 1] died a couple years ago, she’s one of the
youngest family members, she was the fattest family member, she died of congestive
heart failure and so now my mom signs off [phone calls] with, ‘Watch your heart’.
Always, ‘Watch your heart’, and you know I told her, I said mom, ‘It wasn’t the
fatness that killed [name of aunt 1], it was the poverty, it was the lack of access to
medical care that didn’t see her as problematized, she could have dealt with this had
there been a qualified doctor who didn’t prescribe her to lose weight. She didn’t die
of fatness, she died of neglect.’ Those, those are different.
Margaret
Margaret shares a story about eating lasagna in front of her mother, in which her
mother asks her to imagine laying slices of lasagna on her body as a way to shame Margaret
out of eating more lasagna:
There was one time I was eating lasagna, and she [mother], I don’t know how old I
was, I was still living at home, and we were living in [name of small town], so it was
before 2006, and I was cutting myself a piece of lasagna, and I don’t know if you
know this, but it takes a lot of calories to work a big body, so I was eating and she
goes, ‘Just imagine just picking up those pieces of lasagna and just laying them on
your stomach’.
Interviewer: What did that mean?
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Margaret: I’m not sure. Well, she was like, ‘Doesn’t that make it sound appealing?’ I
was like not really, so I put it on my plate
Interviewer: Was she trying to turn you off of eating the lasagna?
Margaret: Yeah, or she was indirectly, passive aggressively, commenting on how
much food I was taking, because she was…
Interviewer: Like thinking of it fitting into your body
Margaret: Yeah, well you’re just gonna get fatter.
August
August shared a story about how their mother declared a desire to kill herself with
food while they were out to eat when August was a small child. An important piece of
context about this story is that August shared this story in response to being asked about a
time when a parent or caregiver made them feel negatively about their body, and they
described how their mom’s declaration elicited horror, and told them that their own body
was bad, worthy of death:
I remember my mother talking about [pause], I remember we had gone out to eat, it
would have been, I think it was at [name of restaurant]…it’s like a steakhouse
crossed with an all you can eat buffet [both laugh] and I’m trying to think of an age
to give you, if it was at [name of restaurant]…and my mother talked about, like she
was taking these huge bites and she said, ‘Yes, with every bite, I’m trying to kill
myself, I’m a horrible person because I am fat’. And this would have been…I would
have been 5 – 7 [years old]. And at that point in time, I was aware that I was bigger
than other kids my age, but hadn’t quite realized that I was fat, but I knew that if my
mother was trying to kill herself that that was a good thing, that was probably a
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good thing, and so I should probably do that too if I ever got fat. Looking back, I see
that more as a manifestation of her mental illness which was, at that point in time,
not well controlled, but still very disturbing and the lessons that it taught are still
present.
I remember feeling terror. I’ve always, so…[pause] my mother and I have always
been close, even closer than my father and I, and I’m not sure why that is, at this
point I’m not sure why that, at this point chronologically, I’m not sure why that is
the case, I know, later on, this was sort of reified because I was homeschooled by my
mother, and so we would spend hours a day together, which would make sense we
would become very close, but, at this point, I was still in public school, I don’t know
why. And so, the thought that my mother was going to die by eating food was
terrifying.
When asked how they responded to this interaction, August said:
I think I just listened, I don’t remember anything else, which doesn’t mean that there
wasn’t anything else, but more that that was what I remembered [participant is
crying].
Jade
Jade shared a story about a classmate treating her like a “zoo exhibit” or “circus
freak” at school, bringing children from various other classes by the door of Jade’s
classroom to look at her young, fat, Black body in a bright yellow jump suit:
I remember in sixth grade looking at some books on the carousel, and this kid
brought other kids by the classroom doors so they could see how fat I was. It was

FEELING FAT: THEORIZING INTERGENERATIONAL BODY NARRATIVES THROUGH AFFECT

148

like, you know, museum or zoo exhibit, I’ll never forget that like, ‘Wow, am I really
just so different from everyone?’
…
Another piece of background to that to was that my mother was a seamstress, and
part of, it’s actually like really related to fatphobia, because my mother was born in
1940 and it’s not great now, but to be a fat Black woman in the US South, there really
isn’t anything she could buy from the store that…represents you. And so, she
learned to sew because of fatphobia, she couldn’t find anything, so she learned to
sew, like at 8. So, when I came into the scene, she sewed clothes for me. So, my
mother didn’t do this thing where, you’re fat so you need to wear, you know, drab
colours, don’t wear stripes like this or that, so I was wearing a yellow, a very bright
yellow jump suit that day, and I [don’t] remember thinking, ‘Oh, this shows my belly
more, or it’s really bright for a big person,’ and I just remember being shocked that
my fatness was so notable that this, because this child who was leading the, quote,
“tour” was in my class, so she brought kids from other classes to come look at me…I
remember being really, really shocked that my fatness was so noteworthy. And just
really wondering if it was the combination of my fatness plus wearing something
that was too ostentatious for a fat person, I don’t know.
Interviewer: Were you aware of the brightness, I think you said maybe it was tight
around your belly, like were you aware of those things about the outfit before this
kid did this, like earlier in the day? Or did you think about those things after this
exhibiting?
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Jade: Yeah, that’s a good question. I have a feeling I would say no, I’m not absolutely
certain, but I have a feeling I was very conscious of like, because it was a jump suit,
your belly was just there, it’s not like you have a long shirt to go over your belly or
whatever, and I felt like that was more amplified, I’m pretty sure that didn’t help.
But that really was a very pivotal, charged moment for me, because I never knew.
Here’s another thing that sets me apart, I mean, kids teased me for many things, but
the fact that I was just considered this “circus freak”, quote unquote, you know, was
just, it stayed with me.
When asked what feelings this interaction elicited, Jade responded:
It was shock and sadness. Unfortunately, I wish I’d had more anger as a kid, that
would have probably helped me a lot, but I was mostly sad and shocked, and
definitely embarrassed, you know, very much embarrassed.
Stickiness, Slipperiness, and the Texture of Affect
The stickiness of affect imbues particular objects and interactions with affective
meaning. Ahmed (2010) notes that, “certain objects become imbued with positive affect as
good objects. After all, objects not only embody good feeling, but are perceived as
necessary for a good life” (p. 34). A desire for thinness and the relics of diet culture
(physical objects such as scales, tape measures, calorie counting tools, calipers, kitchen
scales; non-physical objects such as the relational space of the Weight Watchers meeting,
the process of weighing-in/being weighed, the act of calculating POINTS and calories,
weighing food, going to the gym, buying smaller and smaller clothing) come to hold the
promise of happiness alongside the promise of thinness. This saturation of and association
with positive affect (i.e., happiness, pride) makes it easy to turn toward practices that are
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related to thinness, including dieting behaviours. The praise that we receive for engaging in
these practices deepens the happiness connection and solidifies our turn toward the object
of (potential) happiness. In the context of intergenerational relationships, approval and
praise for weight loss turns our bodies toward dieting behaviours and food restriction as a
route to secure familial love and care. As such, we may ourselves become stuck—deeply
entrenched in diet culture and repeated attempts to access approval and happiness via
thinness. As Ahmed iterates, affect—what moves us—also “holds us in place, or gives us a
dwelling place” (Ahmed, 2004b, p. 27). The repetition of affect-laden interactions—weight
loss, praise, feeling good—reinforces our commitment to the promise of happiness via
thinness.
Just as happiness becomes stuck to particular objects, “hate becomes attached or
‘stuck’ to particular bodies, often through violence, force and harm” (Ahmed, 2001, p. 345).
Particular bodies come to be associated with hate and come to be the object of hate. Fat
hatred in particular involves a distinct constellation of emotions, including disgust, fear,
revulsion, and disdain (Rinaldi et al., 2020). When a fat person is inherently lazy, a drain on
society, a source of family shame, they become an object of hate. This hate circulates and
defines the contours of the fat body and a fat person’s relationship within the family. For
Purple’s family, her aunt was a deep source of shame, and the object of a great deal of hate.
When Purple’s young fat body came to be associated with her aunt’s fat body, in part
through her aunt’s sweater, the shame and hate stuck to Purple’s body, stuck to the very
contours of her aunt’s sweater around her body. Purple’s mother’s disdain was so great
that she approached Purple’s belly with “trepidatiousness, almost like she was going to
touch like, I don’t know, a dead body or a dangerous animal of some kind” (Purple).
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Purple’s mother’s trepidatious touch reconstitutes Purple’s body, particularly her stomach,
into a site of abject horror and terror, sticky with a level of disgust and fright reserved for
dead bodies and dangerous animals (cf. Ahmed, 2004, b; Kristeva, 1982).
In the context of fatness and intergenerationality, I argue that disgust, disdain, fear
and hate are mutually contingent. A feeling of disgust towards a fat body necessitates a
hatred of fatness and what it represents. Similarly, a hatred of fatness and fat people
necessarily attaches disgust and deep disdain for and fear of fatness. In August’s story, their
mother’s disdain for her own body is so great that she declares a desire to kill herself with
food. In this interaction, August learns that if their mother feels such hate for her body,
then August must learn to hate their body to the same degree should they become fat.
August remembered feeling terror at hearing their mother’s proclamation. At the time of
this story, August was between five and seven years old, and describes being either not yet
fat, or not yet understanding themselves as fat. In this story, August’s mother taught August
a lesson about the uninhabitability of their future body. This level of disdain for one’s own
body is contingent on deep hatred for fatness and served to stick affective meaning,
specifically hatred and terror, to August’s future fat body.
Shame Slips and Sticks; Fat Jiggles
In addition to the promise of happiness and hate, we can see the concept of
stickiness in the idea of second-hand shame, or the transference of shame (Weiss, 2018).
Second-hand shame describes the experience of a person who should feel shame but
refuses to do so. As such, this shame becomes stuck to others who are ashamed or
otherwise affected by proxy. This can be seen when a fat woman wears a crop top and
refuses to feel shame about her exposed fat belly. Others around her may come to feel
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shame and embarrassment on her behalf. Plthilda shares her thoughts on how her
unwillingness to perform femininity in socially expected ways, or to feel shame about body
hair, leads others the feel visceral anger, as if her lack of shame transfers to others not as
shame, but rather outright anger:
I’m perceived as like kind of violating the standard expectations around how I’m
going to perform my femininity and so when I experience things like micro or macro
aggressions in public, typically about like the intersection of those things, of like
inappropriately bodied femininity through the vector of excessive mammalian hair,
which is such a bizarre thing to me that people are legitimately upset that I don’t
shave my body hair off in a way that it’s visceral for them, given that I’m now at a
point with like particularly my body hair, similar to my fatness, where I’m like yes,
this is the reality in which I’m living, I don’t know why we’re upset about it, but, like,
people are.
Regarding shame, Weiss (2018) points to the connections between social narratives and
affective worlds in the production and maintenance of shame:
The racialized and gendered experience of shame…is ultimately a very effective
form of social control. To be shamed by the other is to be ‘put in my place’, a site of
social, political, and moral inferiority from which it is difficult to escape (Weiss,
2018, p. 543)
In the excerpt above, Plthilda refuses the shame that is put upon her by social forces about
femininity. In refusing this mode of social control, Plthilda’s act of defiance and refusal
creates an experience of visceral anger in others. This visceral anger in the place of secondhand shame might constitute a unique feature of fat hatred, where the fat person is
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perceived as in control of and therefore able to permanantely alter their fat body through
diet and exercise. Perhaps a refusal to groom one’s fat queer body in socially acceptable
ways elicits a deep anger because this refusal threatens our very constructions of
femininity and flaunts the excesses of a fat, hairy body in public.
The Spectacle of the Fat Black Body
In Jade’s story, affect (shock, sadness) becomes stuck to her young body through her
classmates’ treatment of her as an exhibit to be viewed. As Jade notes, this “charged”
experience “stayed with” her, highlighting the stickiness of affectively charged interactions
such as this one. This experience brings to the fore messages about the perceived
excessiveness of blackness and its proximity to morality (Strings, 2015; 2019). Jade’s body
was positioned as uncontained, her yellow jumpsuit in this story became a marker of her
excessiveness (indeed, the colour yellow is associated with joy and happiness, and Jade’s
fat body was not supposed to have access to these emotions due to its excesses and
inherent failings) and her refusal to contain her excessiveness for the comfort of her
classmates and others. Jade’s fatness calls her very personhood into question, positioning
her as a “zoo exhibit” or “circus freak”. The supposedly inherent excessiveness and gluttony
of Black bodies reaches as far back as the colonial advent of racial categories and the
construction of race-based differences during the 18th century (Strings, 2019). In
contemporary social narratives, Black girls’ bodies are constructed as inherently excessive,
both physically and morally, and these constructions of Black girls’ bodies position them as
in need of disciplining and less worthy of protection, particularly in school settings (Carter
et al., 2019; Collins, 2004).
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Extending this, interdisciplinary theorist Mel Chen’s (2012) theorizing on animacies
offers insight on the objectification of Jade in this interaction with her peers. For Chen,
animacy is the acknowledgement of “like kind on the basis of one’s embodiment,
purposiveness, and activity, which is installed in early development” (Chen, 2012, p. 28).
Chen (2012) traces how insults mobilize political and social narratives that hinge on
animacy hierarchies—ranking of human and non-human subjects based on “liveliness,
sentience, agency, ability, and mobility” (p. 29), as well as ability to affect or be affected. In
this figuration, othering outlines who is worthy of humanness based on these traits. By
publicly formulating Jade as a zoo exhibit, Jade’s peers are relegating her to the realm of
inanimate, slipping from the hierarchy of animacy (Chen, 2012). This objectification
positions Jade’s fat, racialized body as less-than, affectively bankrupt, lacking agency, and
not worthy of humanity. In this interaction, Jade’s peers—knowingly or unknowingly—are
activating social and political devices that render her fat Black girl body as inhuman and on
display for their ridicule.
Jade’s comment about feeling sad and shocked, but not angry, in this experience is
noteworthy. Jade states that she wishes she had felt more anger as a child. The social
control and over-disciplining of young Black bodies, particularly in school settings, does
not facilitate access to anger because Black girls are constantly surveilled and under threat
of punishment and removal from school altogether (Carter Andrews et al., 2019; Crenshaw
et al., 2015; Hines-Datiri & Carter Andrews, 2017). In this interaction, Jade’s body was not
read as a threat or a danger, as Black bodies are often read, but rather as a sign of excess
and a sign of abnormality, and a threat to civility and respectability.

FEELING FAT: THEORIZING INTERGENERATIONAL BODY NARRATIVES THROUGH AFFECT

155

In this interaction, Jade learned that her body was “noteworthy”, as Jade recalled, “I
remember being really, really shocked that my fatness was so noteworthy. And just really
wondering if it was the combination of my fatness plus wearing something that was too
ostentatious for a fat person”. While Jade’s mother had taught her that fat people’s clothing
choices should not be limited to “drab” colours, Jade’s classmate, in treating her like a “zoo
exhibit”, taught Jade that she should, in fact, avoid wearing bright colours or tight-fitting
clothing as a fat person. For Jade’s mother, clothing was a way to monitor the size of Jade.
Jade recalled that her mother was displeased when Jade would try on her clothing, because
she was turned off by the prospects of Jade fitting into her own clothing. Jade’s mother did
not want her to become fat. In the jumpsuit story, Jade’s clothing as a marker of her fatness
is once again called to mind, this time in an intensely affectively charged manner where she
is treated as a “zoo exhibit”.
There is a long and racist history of Black women’s bodies being put on display for
viewing by white people (Strings, 2019). Saarjtie (Sara) Baartman, for example, was a Khoi
woman from South Africa whose physical shape was considered so “noteworthy” and
exotic by white colonizers in the 19th century that she was forcibly taken from her home
and put on exhibit in London, England (Strings, 2019):
[Saarjtie Baartman] Was simultaneously grotesque and exotic…exhibitgoers came
both to gawk at her proportions, especially her posterior, and to experience the
sensory pleasure of touching her, which they could do for an additional fee (Strings,
2019, p. 53).
Jade’s experience at school in the United States during the 1980s provides and connection
point across history for this long and ongoing practice of putting fat Black bodies on
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display. Additionally, Jade’s experience reinforces school as a space of not only surveillance
and discipline of Black bodies, but also a place of exhibition for her young fat Black body.
The limits put on young fat, Black bodies are texturally, affectively, and materially different
than those that are placed onto young fat, white bodies. For Jade, the (im)possibility of
fatness included not only an imagined future of illness and/or untimely death, but also a
present reality of being put on display and exhibited like a “circus freak” or “zoo exhibit”.
Viscerality, Food, and Disgust
The affective concept of viscerality helps us to think through the layered nature of
fat in a literal, material sense and in a felt, conceptual sense. The literal, distinct layers of fat
on the body—sub-cutaneous, deep, and visceral—each serve a unique purpose and have
different medical and social meanings (Colls, 2007). The subcutaneous layer of fat is the
closest to the surface of the skin, the nearest to the outside world. Allyson Mitchell
represents the layered-ness of fat in her 2018 work (Figure 3 on p. 151 in Mitchell, 2018).
Referring to the top layer of sub-cutaneous fat, Mitchell notes, “The pressure of the outside
world that makes fat visible is also coming from the inside. Fat pushes against skin tissue to
be known or seen” (Mitchell, 2018, p. 151).
When we think about weight-cycling and weight-loss surgery, it is the deep layer of
fat that is most affected—this is the fat that we feel on our bodies when we move
throughout the world, it is the flab that we can grab and feel it jiggle (Colls, 2007). The felt,
materiality of deep fat and the fact that it is the fat that comes and goes as we gain and lose
weight makes it a particularly interesting site of thinking through the materiality of weight
stigma. Finally, on the body, visceral fat is the layer of fat that protects our internal organs.
It resides deep within the body and is not as easily affected by fluctuations in weight. The
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depth of visceral fat in the physical body calls to the idea of viscerality as a deep gut feeling,
or deeply felt bodily reaction (Hayes-Conroy & Hayes-Conroy, 2010). To feel things on a
visceral level may be to feel things reverberate through the visceral fat, internal organs,
deep in the gut. And, as is the case with all affective assemblages presented in this chapter,
viscerality is situated and relational (Hayes-Conroy & Hayes-Conroy, 2010). A visceral
reaction is situated in relation to something or someone in a specific, ever-shifting context.
The multiple meanings of visceral point to the weight of this concept for thinking through
the meaning of fatness and the effect of weight stigma on and in the body.
Margaret’s lasagna story embodies the multiple conceptualizations and layered
nature of fatness in conjunction with visceral reactions to fat people living and eating while
fat. Margaret’s mother asks her to think about laying the (layered) lasagna on her physical,
fleshy stomach as a way to think through how this particular piece of food, and Margaret’s
decision to eat it, is contributing directly to Margaret’s fatness. Margaret is asked to think
about the lasagna directly fitting within her fat body, as if each morsel of food that Margaret
takes into her body has a direct impact on the size of her body, specifically her stomach.
Food is a particularly powerful site of visceral disgust because food is taken into the body.
Food holds the potential for contamination of the body (Ahmed, 2004). For Margaret’s
mother, the lasagna placed on Margaret’s belly represents the space that it would take in
her stomach. Margaret’s fatness itself—perpetuated by eating too much—is a source of
contamination, made worse by an extra slice of lasagna, and, indeed, any non-diet food that
Margaret puts in her body.
Affectively charged messages about food are key to learning about fatness.
Margaret’s mother uses the lasagna to point out the fullness of Margaret’s fat body. In other
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parts of her interview, and as discussed in the previous chapter, Margaret referred to a toomuch-ness that she experiences as a tall, fat, queer/questioning person whose feminist
ideals and opinions are all too much for her white, Christian family. Margaret’s mother uses
the lasagna perhaps to convey a message to Margaret about her too-much-ness, as if it is
the least Margaret could do to put less food in her large body. Both disgust and hate are
communicated in this message and these affects circulate between Margaret and her
mother via the lasagna—lay the lasagna on your fat belly so we can all see just how much
food you insist on putting in your contaminated fat body.
The visceral circulation of disgust and hate through messages and lessons about
food make it seemingly impossible for fat people to navigate gut feelings. Indeed, what does
it mean to “trust your gut” when your gut is an object of hate? (Hayes-Conroy & HayesConroy, 2010). Probyn (2000) asks, “Could something as common as eating contain the
seeds of an extraordinary reflection, a visceral reaction to who and what we are
becoming?” (p. 14). For both Margaret and August, the answer is a resounding yes.
Margaret’s innocuous act of cutting herself a piece of lasagna to support her body’s
functioning (as she says, “I don’t know if you know this, but it takes a lot of calories to work
a big body”) elicits an extraordinary, visceral reaction in her mother, who calls on Margaret
to think about how that piece of lasagna is contributing to the fat person she is and the
fat(ter) person she is becoming. In this interaction, disgust is put to work on a visceral level
to turn Margaret off of the food she is about to eat, as indicated by her mother’s question:
“Doesn’t that make it sound appealing?”. For August, food became a tool with which their
mother planned to end her own fat life. For August’s mom, life as a fat person was
unbearable, and food provided a way to end her unbearable existence. This proclamation
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contained “the seeds of an extraordinary reflection” in a very young August that if they ever
became fat like their mother, they must also seek ways to end their own unliveable life.
The Movement of Fear/Hate Through Temporal and Spatial Imaginings
Two prevalent ideas that resonated through multiple participant narratives were a
fear of becoming and taking up (or not taking up) space. These ideas are linked in their
proximity to past and future, where a body comes from and what a body has potential to
become through space and with time.
Fear of Becoming
Many participants in the Feeling Fat study described being compared to other fat
family members as they were growing up. They discussed how these comparisons often
came in the form of warnings. For example, Amy was warned at the age of seven by her
“larger-bodied” grandmother, “Oh, if you keep eating like that, you’re gonna look like me!”
These warnings were both spoken and unspoken, and served to limit participants’
imaginings of their future possibilities. Often the fat or otherwise marginalized family
members they were being compared with had experienced illness, disability, and/or
untimely death.
Casey recalled comparing themselves to a fat cousin who had undergone weight loss
surgery when Casey was a child. Casey explained:
I have a cousin whose body is kind of similar to mine, like I kind of get my body from
that side, and she had weight loss surgery when she was probably like 25 maybe, so
I probably would have been maybe around 11 or so…It didn’t seem like a big deal at
the time, but…I’m thinking right now about [how] that might have affected the way
that I saw myself and saw myself becoming this person and…did not want to
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become this person. She has other things that were not desirable that I didn't want,
and I think maybe that message maybe also got a little bit engrained into me. Oddly,
I don’t know why this is important to mention, but that side of the family grew up
with a lot less, like in terms of they were a lot closer to poverty level than the other
side of the family, so less access to resources and all those kinds of things.
This cousin represented a proximity not only to fatness and weight loss surgery, but also to
poverty and “other things [traits] were not desirable”. Plthilda reflected on how she was
the fattest person—the cautionary tale—within her family. She describes a recent family
photo where she and her fat younger cousin are standing side by side with the same body
posture:
I can remember like when I pointed that out like this like sense of horror that I
perceived, so I think that I might be discussed now as the problem, like the
problematic family member that you don’t want to emulate.
For Plthilda’s family, the photograph she refers to serves as a measuring device by which
they could assess how their child measured up to her older cousin, Plthilda. In pointing out
the similarity between herself and her cousin, Plthilda elicits horror in her family. Through
this interaction around the photograph, Plthilda’s fatness becomes a site of horror and a
cautionary tale for her family about avoiding the problem of fatness.
Interestingly, participants also traced the inheritance of their fatness backwards
through their family lineage. Casey suggests that they inherited their body type and fatness
from their father’s side of the family. Other participants echoed this idea of inheriting
fatness from one side of their family, for example Amy said, “I was always told you’re built
like your father’s side of the family. And so, my dad is a larger bodied person, as is all of his
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siblings and his parents”. In this way, lessons about fat bodies mobilize affect (horror, fear)
across generations, where certain bodies become part of family lore as problems to solve or
horrors to avoid.
Clothing as a Measurement Tool and Site of Becoming
Emotions are not simply within or without the individual, but rather they “define
the contours of the multiple worlds that are inhabited by different subjects” (Ahmed,
2004a, p. 25). For Purple’s mother, the boundary between Purple’s flesh and the interior of
her aunt’s sweater served to define the very contours of Purple’s proximity to her aunt’s
traits, including her fatness. The lack of space—that is, the fact that the aunt’s sweater fit
Purple perfectly—signalled to her mother that her flesh was occupying the problematic
space of incredible fatness that she would later perceive led directly to the untimely death
of her sister, Purple’s aunt. Here, Purple’s mother’s fear and disgust flowed in the inbetween space—the space between her and her child, and the space between her child’s
flesh and the sweater she was wearing. In fact, years after her aunt’s death, Purple’s mom
would still end every phone call with “watch your heart”, serving as a reminder of Purple’s
proximity to her aunt and to untimely death. For Ahmed (2004b), “bodies take the shape of
the very contact they have with objects and others” (p. 1). The meaning of Purple’s body as
fat, sick, proximal to her aunt’s body is made through her mothers’ proximity to her body
and the circulation of disgust between her mother and her flesh. Purple’s aunt’s sweater is
an object through which these lessons and their associated affects were transferred to
Purple, with both words and touch. Jade’s mother also used her ability to fit in clothing as a
signal of her proximity to undesirable fatness. Jade explains:
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My mother was an interesting case. She did not want me to be as big as she was, and
I remember as I grew older, I liked to put her clothes on, and it really bothered her,
really bothered her to see how much I could fit them. So, she never explicitly said
‘lose weight’, but it was obvious to me that being skinny was better, and that I didn’t
want to live her life.
For both Jade’s and Purple’s mothers, clothing was a metric or measurement device, an
object that became a marker of fatness through the body’s ability to fill out the clothing.
Fat young people learn about the impossibility of fat futures through warnings
about who we are and who we will become. The mobilization of affect around these
warnings and object lessons about the space our bodies take serve to reinforce messages
about the excess of fat bodies and the need to contain them.
The Space you Take and The Space You Don’t Take
Not only are young fat bodies evaluated by the space they take up in clothing (such
as in Purple and Jade’s narratives), but they are also measured by the space they don’t take.
Aisha shared the following story in which she was on a date with her high school boyfriend:
The first date that I ever had was with a guy, and he drove a truck…in the truck
there was only two spots and really you could fit a third person in the middle, there
was no console where the seats were. I just remember we were driving to the beach
and I remember we were driving and we were chatting away, and I remember at
one point he turned, and looks at me, and this was kind of in between, before I was
still having this image that I was a bigger person, or I was a curvy person, and so I
dressed fairly baggy, I dressed fairly conservatively, but on this date I think I wore
jeans, I wore a black tank top, and I wore a white sweater, and a jacket, I always
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dress in layers. And I remember him looking at me driving and said, ‘Oh my
goodness, usually when people sit in my car there is not this much space on the
seat’, and he said, ‘You are so small, that you take up such a small space in my car
that usually people, like usually people take up much more space, like usually they
encompass that whole area’.
Interviewer: Yeah. So how did that feel, what was that like?
Aisha: I think it felt good! I think I felt like, okay, I’m living up to this small, petite,
skinny narrative now, you know, like I’m living up to this, like this is what people
want, you know, like I think that now I’ve reached the body type that I should have
always been, like I should have always been this skinny and small, and it felt good
and it felt good and it felt good.
For Aisha, a South Asian woman, this proximity to thinness was also tied up with her
proximity to prettiness and to whiteness. When asked about how compliments about her
prettiness/thinness made her feel at that time in her life, Aisha responded:
Oh, euphoric, euphoric, like I truly felt like I was, you know what I mean, like I felt
so, I was so happy, like I felt like I had achieved what, I felt like being pretty was so
important, being pretty and being nice those two things, and I guess being smart, so
it’s all of those were so important to me.
The constellation of prettiness, thinness, and happiness and their proximity to whiteness is
one of the ways in which happiness is reserved for and stuck to white bodies (Ahmed,
2010a, b). Aisha summarized the proximity of particular traits such as prettiness and
thinness to whiteness and extended this narrative to how these ‘white traits’ were
highlighted in her family:
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I always wanted to be white, I wanted to have whiter features, I wanted to have a
whiter disposition, and I would always, I would always say things like, ‘I’m second
generation Canadian,’ why did I have to say that? I’d always say things like my
mom’s name is Sally [pseudonym], I always wanted people to know that my mom’s
name was Sally, I always wanted people to know that my grandfather, he didn’t have
an Indian accent, and I always wanted people to know that my grandfather was over
6 feet tall, and I always wanted to amplify the whiteness that I was, and by doing
that I was hiding my own culture, because my own culture wasn’t celebrated in this
mixing pot of a culture we live in.
In her narrative, Aisha calls back through generations of her family to locate her proximity
to whiteness, through Anglicized names, the lack of accents, and number of generations in
Canada. In its closeness to whiteness, thinness and prettiness were physical markers for
Aisha of occupying a socially acceptable position. These are lessons that Aisha learned
about her body from peers, media, family members, and the structure of racism and
xenophobia in Canada. Having her body acknowledged as smaller than most other people
who rode in her date’s truck, therefore confirming proximity to thinness and prettiness,
Aisha experienced elation. While this lesson about the space her body did not occupy came
from a date and not from her family, in looking at the context of Aisha’s narrative about her
proximity to whiteness through prettiness, it is clear that the basis for Aisha’s elation is
rooted in racism enacted upon her and her family across generations.
Final Remarks
This chapter sought to think with theory (Jackson & Mazzei, 2012b, 2013, 2017),
and in doing so, aimed to think through the following analytic questions: How does affect
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shape the boundaries and contours of intergenerational relationships? How is affect put to
work in conveying intergenerational lessons about how to have a body (biopedagogy)? These
questions were explored through plugging interview data and theory into one another,
using the theoretical concepts of the texture of affect (stickiness, slipperiness), viscerality,
and the movement of fear and hate through temporal/spatial imaginings. This analysis
highlighted how affect is put to work in intergenerational interactions related to fatness
and the (im)possibility of embodying fatness. A key feature of the lessons that participants
were being taught about their bodies was that fatness is so horrific, it must be escaped at
all costs (Kristeva, 1982). Related to this, participants were taught as young people that the
future possibilities for fat people are limited to illness/death or achieving thinness. In
either scenario, a young fat body does not become an old fat body.
Affect becomes stuck to fat bodies and related objects in strategic ways through
lessons about how to have a body. Fat family members—cousins, parents, aunts,
grandparents—were used as cautionary tales, or unmaterialized threats, about who
participants were destined to become if they did not find a way to excise their fat. Massumi
(2010) states, “a threat that does not materialize is not false. It has all the affective reality of
a past future, truly felt" (p. 54). These cautionary tales about the future possibilities for fat
bodies, even when they do not come to pass, still hold a great deal of affective weight.
Indeed, what futures do fat children have to imagine for themselves when they are
repeatedly warned about the horrors of becoming too much like fat family members? The
family lore around fat individuals who met untimely death or other misfortune gets
attached to fat children and their possible futures. Even when the threats remain
unmaterialized in the specific ways they are configured (illness, early death, misfortune),
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they hold material effects for fat people. The fat person is positioned as a threat to the
family structure and to the quality of parenting (good parents don’t produce fat kids).
Fatness may not be a threat to the world in terms of doing harm to other people in the
world, but it is another kind of threat, a threat to the family’s reputation, and to the very
being and comfort of the fat person.
All of the stories in this chapter include objects (photograph, food, clothing) that
serve as markers of going beyond the pale, outside the bounds of acceptable embodiment.
These lessons via objects taught participants to feel disgust and hatred for their own
bodies, and they taught this through the circulation of affect in these encounters.
In her reflections on the circulation of hate, Ahmed (2001) suggests:
Perhaps we need to reflect more on the effect of hate on the bodies of those who are
produced as objects of hate. Such effects are affects, for sure…What happens to
those bodies that are encountered as objects of hate, as having the characteristics of
‘unlikeness’? (p. 358)
This chapter offers some key answers to this question. In essence, fat hate, and its
associated constellation of affects (in this study, disgust, disdain, horror, and fear) has
material implications for fat people (Rinaldi, Rice, et al., 2020). What we can learn from
plugging these stories into theory is that the effect of becoming an object of hate is farreaching and figures not only across the life span, but across generations. Participants
learned as very young people that being fat was a worst-case scenario. August learned that
they needed to find a way to end their own life if they became fat, perhaps through food, as
their mother proclaimed she would end her own life. Purple learned, through her mother’s
trepidation and horror, that her ability to fit in her aunt’s sweater indicated her proximity
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to realizing her aunt’s fate. Even as an adult, Purple is still regularly warned by her mother
to “watch her heart”, a reminder to avoid the same untimely death that her aunt
experienced. Through her mother’s effort to make lasagna less appealing by imagining it on
the surface of her belly, Margaret learned that rather than satisfying her hunger, she should
think about how food was directly contributing to her too-much-ness. From her classmates,
Jade learned that her young fat, Black body was excessive and its refusal to be contained by
her bright yellow jumpsuit was so noteworthy that it figured Jade as a “zoo exhibit”, a
“circus freak”.
Reimagining our Fat Futures
It would be a disservice to participants (and myself) to end this chapter hanging on
the horrors of fat hatred. Instead, I want to propose how affect may be mobilized in the
creation of affective communities that centre fat joy and liberation. This idea will be further
explored in the next chapter’s body mapping methodological findings, however it is worth
stating here as a way to mitigate the pain and bodily traumas that have been reckoned with
in this chapter. Ahmed (2001) suggests, “it is through the intensities of emotions such as
love and hate that we come to have a sense of the borders that appear to separate us from
others, and the surfaces that appear to contain us” (p. 356). Through the use of embodied,
arts-based body-mapping, the Feeling Fat study, without necessarily setting out to do so,
created an affective community for fat people. Fat, embodied research holds the promise of
figuring new lessons about fatness through affect. In the Feeling Fat study, body mapping
created a fat-centered affective community that held space for the complexity of affective
flows, including an orientation toward fat joy and healing. This community did not flatten
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the fat experience to one of only trauma or joy, but rather engaged deeply with the
complexity of affects in undoing some of the harmful lessons we learn about our fat bodies.
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Chapter Six: Body Mapping Findings
This chapter begins with a presentation of the body maps, including a photograph of
each one alongside a description that was pulled from recorded conversations with
participants. I present each map alongside the participants’ own words about their map in
order to ensure that the maps are viewed in context. After the maps and their descriptions,
I present the key body mapping findings from analysis of the analyzed group discussions
and visual analysis of the body maps, including each of the following key themes: 1)
Biopedagogies in action, 2) Temporality and transitions, and 3) Space and movement. The
body mapping findings contextualize how participants internalize (or refuse to internalize)
the messages that they received about their bodies, both past and present. The body maps
speak to how the messages that participants received about their bodies come to live
within and on the body, and how fat people engage in the work of healing from fat trauma
and finding fat joy and liberation. In the second half of this chapter, I share methodological
findings from the body mapping process emerging from analysis of participants’
methodological discussions and my own methodological reflections, including the
following key themes: 1) (Co)-construction of fat identity, 2) Fat affinity, and 3) Witnessing
fat joy and trauma.
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Plthilda: Body Map Description
My relationship with my body is ultimately so fractured and often has felt to me like
a broken mirror, so how I think of myself within my own intellectual frame versus like how
I’m perceived outside of my body and the way in which my own self-perception has shifted
so radically over the course of my journey of body liberation… So the initial version of my
body map just had the entirety of my physical outline filled in with different shards of
glitter paper. The first thing that I added…was the circle in my head that says I live here,
and what I was trying to represent was that for a lot of my life, and including into the
present moment, I really struggle with occupying my entire body and not just viewing my
body, as I hear so many other fat folks say, as this thing that transports my brain around.
The second thing I put on was the stomach area, so my fire in the world is the fire of a
desire for collective liberation, that’s what really fuels all of the equity and justice focused
work that I do. The next piece I added was the knee…so that’s a representation of the knee
injury that I sustained because of the inequitable and quite frankly violent way in which
physical education was taught to me… I’m trying to speak to the pain and the shock of that
injury and the way in which it continues to resonate shockwaves through my life as
something that still to this day impacts the way that I’m able to find home in my body and
the way I am able to move. The pieces that I added to that are some flowers along the
bottom and the ribbon along the top that says ‘martyr’ because I feel like my knee is a
martyr to my own growing. Over the course of my life that injury has been kind of the seed
of the ways in which [body liberation] modes of being and ways of thinking have come into
my life. I added a big old anatomical heart with some flowers growing out of it, and that’s
on a really giant pink triangle because that’s my queer little heart, and then the words
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below that are tender forever, because I’m a tender queer forever. The reason I added the
flowers to that heart is because…fatphobia and sizeist violence and weight stigma and
those experiences have been really painful and really things that have led to a lot of
emotional and physical injury for me but they also, similar to the way in which a forest fire
will like lead to new growth, I think that those experiences, while painful, have led to a lot
of personal growth for me. Beside that I have a little patch area that says bear patches
because on my chest I have two patches of hair that I can’t necessarily see unless I try really
hard to and of all of my body hair, those are the ones that I’ve had zero issues with over the
course of my life, I think partially because I can’t see them, while simultaneously being very
noticeable for everyone around me…So my body hair is something that I represented over
the entirety of my body map. I have some really colourful armpit patches, I have colourful
pubic hair sticking out from my underpants, and then my bear patches I wanted to
represent with actual bear-based patches [laughs] instead of as fur because for me it’s such
an emblem of comfortability with my physical body and the relationship it has to my
gender. A pretty big component of how I represent myself to the world, I wear very large,
colourful glasses, so I’ve got a pair of those on there with some little purple jewels and I
represented my nose piecing and my ear piercings because those were two of the pieces of
intentional body modification that I’ve engaged in in my life. I’ve depicted my mouth as
open with my tongue out and a big smile and I have an eyeball in my mouth. The reason I
chose to depict my mouth that way is because without thinking about it, this is how my face
usually looks, my default setting is usually a pretty big smile…to a certain extent I think I
was enculturated into smiling so much to further excuse my existence…Part of the reason
that I have my tongue out and I have an eyeball is that like sticking out my tongue is a
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representation of my goofiness, because throughout my life, family pictures depict me very
often in that position with that facial expression. And the eyeball is in my mouth because in
the work that I do, I’m often really shedding light on…things that are a little uncomfortable,
and seeing an eyeball in a mouth is uncomfortable, but I’m also pointing out the things that
I observe. The last thing I haven’t talked about yet is my big ol’ pair of underpants. So when
I’m doing my body liberation work, I will often remind people that we are all the captains of
our own underpants and that’s kind of the whole point, we are all…unilaterally in charge of
what happens for the body in those underpants. I wanted them to be a little bit silly pair of
underpants and so I’ve added little hearts to them and some lace on the top and legs.
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Figure 3: Purple’s Body Map
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Purple’s Body Map Description
What you see is two versions of my body facing each other and both versions of me
are holding our hands out. Between my/our hands is my heart to symbolize a passing, a
transition, from one phase of myself to the other. The body on the left goes from really,
really deep black and fades in an ombre into red, over to grey, and then finally down into
purple on the other body. To me, the black section is representing my childhood and teen
years where I was really hating my body because of deeply ingrained diet culture and
social/medical fatphobia. It felt like a constant onslaught of messaging meant to other and
invalidate the way my body naturally looked. That was a really, painful part of my life and I
just felt like I was emotionally stuck in a very dark place. The color then moves up into the
red that was the stage in my life where I discovered fat liberation as a concept for the first
time, this idea that it’s not even that I have to be just neutral towards my fat body, but that
I can be actively fucking cool with my fatness, you know? That was mind-blowing. I was
reading books from authors who completely challenged everything I had ever been told
about my fatness and really revealed how much I had been traumatized and victimized by
the entrenched fatphobia all around me. It made me so fucking mad. I just wanted to tear
down all of these structures that upheld harming fat people. Then you will see the colors on
the second version of myself progressing over into the grey and this is when I hit this
cooling-off period where I was moving away from pure, unproductive rage and started
moving much more into action with an intentional focus toward embodying radical
acceptance where this is my form, this is my body, this is the way I’m moving through the
world fat body and all. It also represents a period when I was struggling very hard for the
first time coming to terms with the fact that I live with mental illness and disabling chronic
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pain. It adds a whole new level of complexity with coming to understand that about myself,
to embrace that about myself, to seek treatment, and be kind to myself through that
process. There are so many intersections between fatness and disability that I am still
coming to terms with, but the level of compassion and kindness that I hold for myself now
has been so important to this journey I am on. Finally, you will see on my body map the
colors progress from grey down into purple, which is a recognition of where I am right
now. Purple has always meant more to me than just a color I love, it is a constant source of
serenity, strength and growth. In this current phase of my life I am not just neutral towards
my fatness but in active celebration of it. Then looking at the auras around each body, the
red and black body, the younger form of myself, you'll see a lot of these gold, electric
lightening looking shapes. For me that was not just an expression of just how much
emotional pain I was in but that I didn’t realize, but also a recognition of all of the physical
pain I was in from all the surgeries (weight-loss, plastic, and emergency) that I had, like
very close, back-to-back-to-back, like my body was physically fucking beat up and I was
coming to terms with a lot of things from those surgeries. On both of my bodies, I’ve
outlined most of my abdominal scars in gold or silver. On my grey and purple body, the
outline is just a thick silver band. I look at it as I’m so much more protective and protected
emotionally and mentally inside of myself, now that I fully understand just how much of a
completely flawed system this idea of intentional weight loss is and all of the structures
that hold it up.

FEELING FAT: THEORIZING INTERGENERATIONAL BODY NARRATIVES THROUGH AFFECT
Figure 4: Aisha’s Body Map
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Aisha’s Body Map Description
There are two overlapping images and the first one is me in the fetal position. I’m a
suicide survivor and the fetal position is my go-to position, I’ve lived with depression and
anxiety probably my whole life. And then I really wanted to ensure that there are all of
these colours around me, and each of those colours represent the society we live in and the
social location that makes me who I am. So every part of me, every part of who I am. There
are ripples throughout, and so the beginning of the ripple is actually done in white and that
represents me being born and it represents that fact that I was born into this world as
innocent, and I wasn’t touched or I wasn’t influenced by anything. Then as these ripples
grow, we see that it’s the different colours and what that represents is every year of my
living, it represents a change, and it represents what influences have been around me as
I’ve grown. So one of the ripples is blue and pink and it speaks about gendered
[expectations] and how much that’s impacted my body. Moving back to the squares, the
squares also represent memories, events, moments, people, everybody that’s crossed my
life. The reason I did that was because all of my issues with my body or with me accepting
my body come from other people, it doesn’t come from who I am. The word fat’s come
from somebody, the word skinny has come from somebody, and all those meanings
attached with those things. As a Hindu, so that would be another one of my little squares
down here that adds to who I am, we believe in having past lives and future lives. One body
[is represented] in gold and I really wanted it to represent more goddess-like features and I
wanted it to be more of a for the future, not just for my future, but it’s the rock that I choose
to stand on in futures continued, I choose to continue to build strategies and build supports
and work with individuals that are not represented out in [society]. I wanted to break
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through all of this. There is beauty in these [squares] because this made me who I am, it
surrounds who I am, but it’s also this idea of breaking from it because I choose to stand out
despite all of the stuff that’s contributing to what’s gone on.
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Figure 5: Margaret’s Body Map
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Margaret’s Body Map Description
The outline is me before, probably me up until about, well into adulthood, and it’s
me feeling invisible, not feeling seen, especially when I was growing up in the 90s where
everyone was stick thin with pencil straight hair, and growing up in a Christian home with
purity culture, which is like just fucked up, I just was never in touch with my sexuality at all.
I never really thought about my body, I never like sat down and like thought of it. Then the
pink [body], I love pink and orange, it’s me learning to take up space and not try and make
myself smaller. Until I started to see myself as a person and get more friends, more friends
and awareness, and that’s where the lines come in, because this is my community growing
up around me. And then these [flowers and leaves] are certain people. The taking up space,
and I’ve intentionally left pencil lines I left on intentionally because as you’re learning to
take up space, you stumble and it’s messy. I was going to go and paint over the black lines
to clean them up, but I stopped because I liked that if you stand back from it, the black
actually disappears into the background and it’s not as visible, and like when I see this
person that’s holding my hand. I chose to do the words in green because I still wanted me
to be in the forefront, even though it says take up space, I wanted you to see the fat body.
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Figure 6: Casey’s Body Map
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Casey’s Body Map Description
The outline on the left with the detached head represents before I felt connected to
my body, when I lived mostly in my head and tried to ignore my body completely. The head
has sparkles to represent the value I put on being intellectual, and how busy my mind was
with anxiety. The dark beads represent keeping feelings inside, and the desire/attempt to
keep my body small because that was the message I received about my body being more
valuable if it were smaller. The movement lines near the legs represent how I felt pressure
from my parents to move my body on hikes even when I didn't want to, which I feel
dissuaded me from being able to listen to my body.
The body on the right is in the position of taking up the most space possible. It
represents me now, feeling more connected to my body and present in life. I wanted the
body to be colourful as a contrast to the dark blue of the left body, and I used the Chakra
colours because (at risk of being culturally appropriative) connecting with my body via
Chakras was a way that helped me come into an embodied place. I drew in my two bellies
(or sometimes known as a "B" belly), because I wanted them to be captured as they are
something I still struggle with but also recognize that without them I wouldn't be the
person I am, who I have worked hard to love and accept just as I am. Both the bellies and
the breasts have sparkles because I have a lot of complicated feelings towards them,
sometimes negative and sometimes empowering. I chose to include a bunny to represent a
Tumblr blog called Chubby Bunnies which was the first place I saw representation of fat
bodies that looked like mine and realized I didn't have to hate myself for being fat.
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The left body is outlined in black to symbolize the experience of being dissociated or
disconnected from my body. The right body is outlined in purple to symbolize being more
connected to and present in my body.
Key Body Map Themes
Biopedagogy in Action
Participants’ body maps exemplify how social narratives about fatness are taken up
within and on the body. There were a number of artistic representations on participants’
body maps that exemplify how biopedagogy functions. Plthilda and Purple both
represented injuries in their body maps using lightening and shockwaves and
metallic/glitter. Plthilda used glitter paper with golden shockwaves to indicate an injury to
her left knee that she sustained during a gym class as an adolescent. Plthilda describes this
injury as a result of “the inequitable and quite frankly violent way in which physical
education was taught to me,” and she went on to describe how the injury she sustained at
school shaped her relationship with her body and movement toward fat liberation:
I think I’m speaking to the abruptness and the pain and the shock of that knee
injury, which I think it’s fair to say was that, the shock of that injury and that whew!
Was kind of my entry point into the journey of body liberation that I’ve been on ever
since.
Physical education in school settings is a key biopedagogical tool in the discipline of fat
young bodies (Rail, 2009; Wright et al., 2012). Plthilda’s experience emphasizes the longterm bodily and affective disruption that can result from these inequitable and violent
spaces of physical education. For Purple, biopedagogy related to weight loss was written on
her body through scars. Purple represented the various scars on her body—from
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liposuction, weight loss surgery, and emergency surgery—and the associated physical and
emotional pain, using gold and “electric” lightning bolt shapes. Purple describes:
There’s a lot of these gold, electric lightening looking things. For me that was an
expression of just how much emotional pain I was in but that I didn’t realize, then
also recognizing all the surgery that I had, like very close, back-to-back-to-back, like
my body was physically fucking beat up. On both of my bodies, I’ve outlined most of
my abdominal scars in gold or silver.
Purple’s commentary on the marks left on her body after weight loss surgery are consistent
with existing critical obesity literature reporting on the lifelong and ongoing effects of
weight loss surgery on both sense of self and physiology (Throsby, 2008; Boero, 2014). At
the same time, Purple’s account highlights how the affective toll of weight loss surgery
shows up on the body, both tangible (scars) and intangible (in Purple’s meaning-making
about how her body was “fucking beat up”.
Both Purple and Plthilda chose metallic/glitter and shockwaves or lightning bolts to
describe the physical marks on and in their bodies that resulted from painful and traumatic
interactions with obesity epidemic narratives via biopedagogy, whether through physical
education or the weight cycling industry. Both participants portrayed these scars as
permanent reminders of their need for healing through communities oriented around fat
liberation.
For Aisha, the messages she received about her body were largely represented using
a mosaic of colourful squares that surround her body. Aisha describes how these represent
her social location, interactions throughout her life, and the various messages she received
about her body. In this way, the messages and social factors that surround Aisha define the
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very contours of her body. In Aisha’s body map, her gold body is represented in a liberated
pose, with hands outstretched. Aisha described her desire to “break through all of this”:
All of my issues with my body or with me accepting my body come from other
people, it doesn’t come from who I am… I wanted to break through all of this
[indicating colourful squares]. There is beauty in these [squares] because this made
me who I am, it surrounds who I am, but it’s also this idea of breaking from it
because I choose to stand out despite all of the stuff that’s contributing to what’s
gone on.
Aisha’s body map offers an intersectional conversation about the assemblage of social
forces that come to bear on her fat, racialized body (Puar, 2012). Aisha reported a feeling of
in-betweenness, where in white spaces she was rendered as always-racialized and alwaysfat and in South Asian spaces she was rendered as always-white and always-too-much.
Casey placed beads in the middle of their body’s outline to represent how they had
internalized messages they had received about their body growing up:
The middle represents this idea of keeping things inside, keeping things small
because those were the messages I received about my body, it’s not good enough the
way that it is, it needs to be smaller.
Casey’s reference to “keeping things small” refers to both the smallness of the beads in the
centre of their body and the overwhelming messages they received about needing to
achieve and maintain a smaller body. In creating their body maps, participants used these
various materials—beads, glitter, metallic paint, a colourful mosaic—to represent where
messages they had received about their bodies resided, both within and surrounding their
physical bodies.
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Temporality and Transitions: Reconceptualising the “Before & After”
Four of the five participants who created a body map represented two different
versions of themselves on their maps by including two body outlines. Participants used two
outlines to describe changes in themselves over time and in different contexts. It is
important to note here that participants were acutely aware of “before and after” weight
loss progression photos and were clear that these representations of their bodies across
time were not related to weight loss oriented before/after images. Participants resisted
these fatphobic conceptualizations of the fat body in time and instead discussed shifting
and integrated understandings of themselves, their relationship with their body, and how
they move through the world in a fat body.
Participants represented their “before” outlines in various positions, including the
fetal position, standing with hands at the sides and head detached, hands at the sides and
faded in the background, and with body outlines facing one another. Aisha, Margaret, and
Casey all used the position of their “before” body to indicate feelings of shame,
disembodiment, and attempts to shrink the self. In addition, the colours used in these
“before” images were either non-existent to indicate invisibility (Margaret), blue to indicate
sadness (Casey), black to indicate pain and despair (Aisha), or red to indicate anger
(Purple). In this way, participants used shape and colour to communicate the affective
experience of moving from a space of shame to a space of healing and liberation within
one’s body.
In all four maps, the second, current version of themselves was represented as
taking up more space, with Margaret including the words “Take Up Space” on her map. For
these four participants, it was important to use the body map to discuss their transition
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from shame to liberation. Purple described the importance of understanding fat
embodiment as chronological and shifting over time, saying, “I honestly don’t think that
you can even talk about this topic without understanding the body as a chronological
experience” (Purple). Participants’ resistance of normalized conceptions of fat bodies in
time and space and the possibilities for fat futures rooted in liberation extends previous
findings regarding the uses of art-based methods to reconceptualize temporality from the
perspective of embodied difference (Lind et al., 2017).
Integral to discussions of temporal representations of the self was the idea that the
current self remains connected to the previous self in important ways. Casey discussed
how, even though they have come to a place of bodily peace and fat liberation, they are still
connected with their “previous” body and its representations of being dissociated and
shamed:
I would want my after [outline] to be holding my before’s hand, because as much as
I do believe that I’ve come to a space where I can’t go back to what I was before, I
still think that I have experiences where I am in that frame of mind. It’s not like you
get to this space and you’re here all the time, that’s just not possible, and so I find
myself in that blue body with the separated head. I do find that experience still
happens now, but the difference is that I didn’t know what the take up space body
was like back then (Casey).
Aisha also acknowledged the ways in which she is connected to the “fetal position” outline
on her body map, drawing a connection between her relationship with her own “big, huge”
self and the collective movement towards fat liberation:
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I’m this big, huge person that has big hair…I’m unashamed of my fat and my rolls
and my everything that I am, and however how I see myself and so on and so forth.
Maybe it’s because I feel really unhealthy today that I’m like no, no, fetal position
looks real good right now. It’s like I’m not there yet, I don’t think I’ll ever get there. I
wonder if we will ever get there. It’s my hope that we are able to further take up
space and there be more representation and there not be any more boxes and not be
any of this shit. (Aisha)
Further to this, Purple reflected on her process of moving through body shame to a space of
healing, noting how these experiences are necessarily intertwined as a result of the
consistent and deeply rooted messages Purple has received about her fat body over her life
span:
When I started to understand that my weight was a problem, those buttons on the
circuit board of myself have been literally so hard wired that my fatness, like being a
fat person is bad, I feel like especially how young I was, so much of those external
messages…they bypass all of the thought of reason I can put in place, and it gets
right into the most painful centre core. What progress and healing looks like…as I’m
moving further into this space around healing, is that I am now, rather than just
being like, ‘Yes that is the correct thought to have,’ I’m now noticing how much more
my second moment comes in around, ‘Where did that come from?’ (Purple)
Participants defy capitalist conceptions of self-improvement and progress in their
expressed entanglements with their past, present, and future selves. This is fitting with
Lind and colleagues’ (2017) discussions of subversive temporalities, where participants
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refuse prescribed, normative futurities and break free from the confines of capitalist
colonial notions of linear time and progress, or the typical “before” and “after” self.
Space and Movement
Taking up space was a common theme across body maps and across participant
conversations. Occupying physical space unapologetically was one way in which
participants reclaimed their size and experienced healing. This is indicated in the fact the
many of the “after” outlines in the four body maps from the group session are positioned in
ways that take as much space on the page as possible (Aisha, Margaret, Casey). In addition,
Plthilda, in her one-on-one interview, talked about how her body map outline intentionally
represented a body in motion to speak back to common narratives about fat bodies as
sedentary. In the following quotation, Plthilda is talking about how her roommate
accurately captured her body’s outline, comparing this to previous experiences Plthilda has
had with body mapping:
The way in which they accurately traced my form but also impressively
incorporated some of the dynamics of human motion. I’m in kind of this jaunty pose
and I think in previous iterations of this [body mapping] exercise, I’ve really
felt…that most of the body maps that were produced are really static and there’s not
a dynamism or a motion to them. I think part of the reason I appreciate it so much in
this [project] is that the focus in on being in a fat body, and I think that fat bodies are
so often represented and perceived to be sedentary and not motion focused.
For Plthilda, representing motion in her body map was integral to capturing how her body
occupies space through physical movement. Aisha commented on the ways in which her
body’s posture, represented in the fetal position image on her body map, is rooted in shame
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and a desire to take up as little space as possible. Aisha traced the intergenerationality of
this posture and a desire to take up less space:
I’ve apologized all the time for who I am, like I’ve also been so apologetic…I don’t
know if you can kind of [tell] on the outline, but my shoulders are really hunched in,
and my mom has shoulder issues, so my mom just sits like this [hunches shoulders],
this is my mom’s posture, and it’s become my posture. I looked different than
everyone I was ever around, I was always bigger than everybody I was around, is
that I needed to make myself smaller and immediately the way I did that was I curve
my spine in.
Related to this, participants reflected on how their bodies occupied space within the
process of making their body maps. Casey and Margaret both described feeling that their
drawn body outlines did not represent their true size. Both Casey and Margaret described
feeling that they were significantly larger than their body outlines indicated, due in part to
the fact that body maps are two dimensional and bodies are three dimensional. In fact,
Casey re-did their outline during the second session, before beginning to paint the interior
of their body map, and they included outlines to indicate their bellies on the map in order
to represent the dimensionality of fat bodies. Margaret reflected:
What was fascinating when Purple traced me, I was like I feel three times bigger
than this tracing, but I also kind of love that I was lumpy because…I’m like, ‘Oh yeah,
that’s like the roll right here,’ and being okay with that.
The ways in which the methodology impacts and potentially constricts participants’
representations of themselves is an important consideration, particularly in the context of
fatness. Taking up space was an important aspect of healing and liberation for participants,
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and the findings highlight the ways in which the methodology itself could limit participants’
access to this aspect of healing. Methodological findings are explored further later in this
chapter.
The theme of occupying or fitting in space also emerged through participants’
discussions about navigating the world as a fat person. This came up when discussing the
inaccessibility of public spaces, including restaurants, public transit, and air travel. For
example, Purple described how the lack of accessible space for fat people reinforces the
need to shrink oneself:
And again, that idea of crunching down you know, like having to be in an airplane
seat and physically trying to fit into a space that was designed by a fucking
algorithm to maximize profit, not to fit a human being comfortable at any part of this
journey.
Similarly, Margaret highlighted the inaccessibility of public spaces for fat people:
Being tall and fat is a great combination [laughs], so like benches, theatres,
classrooms, those chairs that have like the desk, I would kind of slide in and put my
belly on top, and be like this works, no one notices, right? Yeah, and clothing stores,
just like I didn’t fit anywhere.
Issues surrounding access to public spaces for fat bodies is a rich body of literature in both
critical fat studies and critical geographies, with authors noting the pathologizing of fat
bodies that is inherent in both the design of public spaces and the legal contingencies
surrounding how a fat person may access accommodations based on size (Kwan, 2010;
Rinaldi et al., 2020).
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The idea of space and access also came up in conversations about accessing clothing,
including accessing work uniforms that fit. Participants discussed not fitting in the clothing
options at most clothing stores and having limited options for what clothes they could
purchase in their size. For example, Margaret reflected on how a lack of clothing options
lead her to purchase men’s clothes as a teenager, which then became one way in which she
became invisible to her peers, particularly in the context of dating:
There was fat clothes or men’s clothes, so whether or not I wanted to, I was wearing
men’s clothes, and I actually, I really like dresses and stuff, but I also needed to be
harder, and that was kind of me shutting down and not wanting to be seen.
Casey shared a similar experience of wearing men’s clothes as a teenager due to a lack of
access to larger sizes, and how this influenced their romantic relationships and feelings of
invisibility:
I’ve always had this like…talking about in high school, I kind of like ended up
dressing like a boy, because those are the clothes you can fit into. I was very much,
that was me, I was in a group of boys, they saw me as one of the boys, I never had
sexual or romantic relationship in high school and that continues to be a space
where I feel invisible.
Ultimately, Aisha highlighted the ways in which our social world is built to accommodate
and privilege particular bodies, necessarily marginalizing other bodies in the process:
It comes to how our society isn’t built for those that are differently…different,
period, full stop. It isn’t built for anyone that identifies as anything other than
cisgender, hetero, able-bodied, male, like income-earning…but if you don’t identify
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as one of those things, good fuckin’ luck because it’s not easy out there to walk out
and to not have that privilege, and we can add thin to that list. (Aisha)
Overall, the body mapping findings highlight important messages about how biopedagogy
is taken up within and on the body, representations of temporality, taking up space and
movement as integral aspects of how participants represented their embodied experiences.
These themes showed up across the body maps themselves, participants’ descriptions of
their maps, as well as from the recorded participant discussions. In addition to these
findings, a number of important methodological findings emerged from this part of the
Feeling Fat study. These methodological findings are presented here because they speak to
how the research process and data cannot be separated—each influences the other and has
material impact on the world. The very act of engaging in body mapping methodology
created opportunities for fat affective community.
Process Findings: Body Mapping Methodology as Affective Healing Space
Three core aspects of the data coalesced around the co-creation of affective
community within the body mapping space. These core aspects include: the (co)construction of fat identity, fat affinity, and witnessing fat joy and trauma. While these
three concepts are interconnected, they are each presented here in order to outline a clear
picture of the potentialities of the body mapping methodology with regards to holding
space for the complexity of affective flows within the research apparatus, including an
orientation toward fat joy and healing. Ultimately, I suggest that body mapping holds
potential as a body-becoming pedagogy for fat people that opens possibilities for
(re)imagining and (re)storying fat futures, using art to create community and resist
biopedagogies that are steeped in weight stigma (Rice, 2015).
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(Co)-construction of Fat Identity
Participants in the group body mapping sessions (Purple, Aisha, Margaret, and
Casey) varied in their fat identity, with some participants identifying as fat activists and
others who had only recently begun to use the word fat as a neutral descriptor for their
body shape/size. This is important, because the body mapping space became a site of coconstruction of fat identity, where participants discussed the words they use to describe
themselves and the meaning of their fat identity along a spectrum of body size alongside
other aspects of their identities. Participants also co-constructed the very meaning of the
body mapping space through these discussions, for example in talking about what the
space meant to them and who they are as fat people, and how this differs within the body
mapping space versus “out there” in their daily lives. Aisha reflected:
In some rooms, in certain spaces, I’m skinny, and in some rooms, in certain spaces, I
am so chronically obese…it depends on what room that I go to…as I’m talking, I
realize that I haven’t adjusted my shapewear while I’ve been in here, I’m noticing
that I haven’t pulled down my shirt while I’ve been in here. It’s weird because for
the rest of the day that’s all I’ve been doing, making certain that my shape wear
wasn’t showing, making certain that the rolls of my belly weren’t showing.
Aisha’s comment highlights the relational nature of how fatness is constructed, how the
meaning of one’s fatness shifts among different configurations within social spaces. For
Aisha, her comfort and safety in the space was inextricably tied to the composition of
bodies in the space. The safety that Aisha describes is inherently tied to how she holds and
interacts with her very flesh—she notes not having adjusted her shapewear in order to
appear thinner/smoother since entering the space. In this way, Aisha’s relation to the space
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is tied to how her body is perceived (“skinny” vs. “chronically obese”), which in turn
influences her feelings of safety in the space and in her body. Aisha further reflected on her
access to language and to community via identity. She reflected on at first not being sure
how “fat” was being defined, and if she was “fat enough” to be in the study:
Let me have, like, let me have something, give me something, because I’m not
Canadian, but I’m not Indian, and I’m not this, I’m not that, like just give me
something…I feel accepted [here] and I feel like I can live my truth in here, I can feel
and I can be all of these things that I am, because out there I can’t, like I can’t be,
because I have to fit and I’m moulding in some way, but in here I’m just able to be.
Here, Aisha is expressing the intersections of her identity in terms of being Canadian,
Indian, skinny, and fat. Aisha expressed feeling like she was in an in-between space, where
others controlled her membership to various groups. She expressed that when she visits
India, she is seen as Canadian, but in Canada, she experiences racism because she is not
white, and is therefore not seen as Canadian. Simultaneously, Aisha expressed that in some
spaces she is viewed as skinny, while in others (for example, doctor’s offices), she is viewed
as “chronically obese”. This in-betweenness that Aisha expressed is a culmination of racism
and fatphobia that does not allow Aisha to “just be”. On the contrary, in the body mapping
space, Aisha expresses feeling like she can “live her truth,” because she feels that she fits as
a direct result of the connection and safety within the space.
Related to this, participants reflected on the common ground that the group created,
including a shared use of language. Margaret noted, “I trust you guys [laughter]. It’s not a
huge, well, it is a huge thing, but it’s not a huge thing, I like that we can use the word fat and
I didn’t have to explain it”. This co-creation of fat identity through use of common language
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contributed to the development of a safe(r) space where participant expressed feeling safe
and trusting.
Fat Affinity
Largely related to the (co)-construction of fat identity, participants had moments of
connection, whether through the sharing of a common experience, the use of common
language, or simply the act of making art together. These moments were most often found
in conversations unrelated to the research questions, when participants were working on
their body maps and engaging in informal conversation. As a researcher, I made the
decision early in the body mapping process not to over-facilitate the conversation, as it was
clear to me that the participants were creating community through body mapping, and that
casual conversation was an integral part of this process. Not only this, but as a fat
researcher, I was a also participant in these conversations and in the community that
emerged from the methodology. While I was not making a body map alongside the
participants, and at times I was facilitating the conversation, I was often simultaneously a
participant in the conversation. These casual conversations related to day-to-day life as a
fat person, including both the minutiae of daily life and major life events. Participants
discussed the difficulties they experienced with navigating the medical system and finding
care providers that were trustworthy and respectful of fat bodies, shared resources and
fashion advice, listened to fat-positive music together, shared food, and gave one another
advice on the art-making process. Through these conversations, participants developed
common ground, and moments of fat affinity emerged. Margaret, Aisha, and Casey describe
their feelings of fat affinity below:
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It was really nice to be able to come and talk, it was kind of like when you don’t
realize something’s really important until you sit down and start talking to other
people that it affects and you’re like, ‘Oh, I’m not alone,’ and you start to like really
see it. (Margaret)
It started when I walked in this room and it was something about, it was some fat
related something, I was like, ‘Yeah, yeah, yeah!’ Like, ‘Me, too! Me, too!’ That was
the only thing that was going through my mind and I was like I fit, like I fit. (Aisha)
I was driving home [after the first session] and just felt really like connected and
that we shared some difficult things, and that makes me feel good for some reason
[laughs]. It’s the, I don’t know the bonding, and the sharing of humanity and similar
experiences. (Casey)
The connection that Margaret, Aisha, and Casey described above developed in both tangible
and intangible ways, through moments of fat affinity. These moments were felt in the room
and cannot be fully captured through words on a page. The moment Aisha refers to above
“it started when I walked into this room…” captures the electric nature of fat affinity. When
Aisha entered the first session, she didn’t know any other participants, and she and I had
only met over the phone before the body mapping process started. During the casual
conversation before the session started, Aisha almost immediately felt affinity with other
participants, and as she states, felt “I fit, I fit”. This feeling is not just about what was being
discussed when Aisha entered the room (as she noted above, she doesn’t remember what
specifically was being discussed), but rather is a result of the affective flows in the space
that serve to shape the very nature of the interactions and perceptions of self and other.
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Witnessing Fat Joy and Trauma
The body mapping space opened opportunities for participants to witness one
another’s stories and co-create a narrative. The witnessing of fat joy and trauma was
influenced by the co-creation of fat identity and the fat affinity that also emerged from the
process. The body mapping process became a space in which participants shared and
witnessed stories of both trauma and joy that were oftentimes interwoven and inextricable.
The stories of fat life were not either/or, but rather both/and. Participants exhibited an
ability and willingness to hold a great deal for and with one another and to witness across
difference without collapsing that difference. Stories of pain and trauma were held
alongside stories of joy and vitality, and this very complexity of affect contributed to the cocreation of this space. Participants noted feeling safe in the space and expressed a
willingness to be/feel vulnerable. The affective flows of the space shaped the very nature of
the stories that were told, the moments that were shared, and the common ground that
emerged. Importantly, Purple commented on the need to highlight the dynamic, complex
nature of fat life, not just the trauma:
What I’m terrified of is that only the shitty stuff is going to boil out of me and I don’t
want to honour that as being the only part of the experience that I have, because
that just isn’t fucking true, but some of the poignant things are some of the most
awful, and I feel like they’re really important to sort of landmark what my journey to
body acceptance and body embracing has come to…I’m just scared that I’m not
going to be able to communicate the full spectrum of what sort of living in this body
has been. I want it to feel joyful and hopeful, because I feel joyful and hopeful all the
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time, but I have also experienced some absolutely fucking horrifying things as a
direct result of having a fat, a visibly fat body. (Purple)
Aisha reflects further:
I think this sense of community that we’ve built here where we’ve been able to be
vulnerable and we’ve been able to share parts of our truths and these like big-T
Traumas that have happened to us and things we wouldn’t normally share and I
think there is a sense of comfort there. (Aisha)
Purple’s description of emotion “boiling out” of her at times in the process was agreed upon
by all participants in the space, myself included. This phrasing conjures for the reader the
image of affective flows flying, moving, and shaping the space. The goal of body mapping
was not to create exclusively positive space, but rather to hold space for this very
complexity of emotion, from “big-T Trauma” to affinity, safety, and connection. While
participants held very different embodied experience along the lines of body size, shape,
sexuality, and race, they were able to create common ground and witness joy and trauma
without collapsing difference.
Overall, participant accounts of the body mapping process point to the potentiality
of this methodology for the co-creation of affective fat communities that are centered
around fat joy and healing. These methodological findings are important for better
understanding the uses of this methodology as body becoming pedagogy that reformulates
the material and affective possibilities for fat bodies and fat futures (Rice, 2015). This is
evident in participants’ witnessing of one another’s fat joy and trauma, connecting across
difference without collapsing the disproportionate effects of intersectional realities on
their fat, superfat, queer, and racialized bodies (Rice, Cook et al., 2020). In the body
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mapping space, participants resist biopedagogical framings that have influenced and
limited their embodied realities, including weight loss programs, weight loss surgery,
physical education classes. In this space, participants also imagined the possibilities of
affective spaces centered around fat liberation, including the ability to take space,
acknowledge temporal entanglements, and connect with others through fat affinity in artmaking. Further methodological reflections are included in the subsequent Discussion
chapter.
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Chapter Seven: Discussion
This chapter provides an analysis of how the current study’s findings address the
main research questions, sit with existing literature, and where the tensions and
opportunities reside between the study’s findings and existing knowledge on the topic. This
chapter will review the limitations of this research, as well as the theoretical insights and
methodological opportunities that the Feeling Fat study presents. The current study sought
to address the following research questions:
1. How are obesity epidemic narratives integrated into body narratives and bodily
practices of parents/caregivers and their now-adult children, born before 1990 in
Canada and the United States?
2. How are obesity epidemic narratives and their related practices taken up or resisted
between generations?
3. How does affect move within caregiver-child relationships, specifically as it relates
to fatness? How are these affects and their effects written on fat bodies and bodily
practices?
4. How might Canadian health entities, via policy and programming, promote health
without simultaneously promoting harmful anti-fat narratives?
In the Feeling Fat study, the movement of weight-based stigma between generations was
situated, relational, discursive, and affective. Messages about bodies were often not explicit,
and they changed in tone and content over time. Concern about weight gain and weight loss
were rooted in social and cultural contexts of obesity epidemic narratives and the
prevalence and unique iteration of diet culture present during the 1980s and 1990s in
North America.
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Biopedagogy, or How to Have a (Fat) Body
One of the goals of this study was to explore how social and cultural narratives
about fatness come to bear on the bodies of young people as they move from childhood
through adolescence and into adulthood (research questions #1 and 2). Biopedagogy was
enacted upon participants in complex ways, often mobilizing affect as an apparatus to teach
lessons about fatness. These lessons were taught within the family, supported by macrolevel structures including medical environments. Lessons about fatness are not imparted
solely in spaces that were created for this very purpose (e.g., weight loss-focused spaces),
but were embedded into nearly every aspect of life and family interaction, through food
practices, parents’ repeated weight loss attempts, school-based interactions, warnings
about fat futures, all through circulations of fat hatred (Rinaldi, Rice, et al., 2020).
From a Foucauldian perspective, biopower is necessarily integrated into the daily
movements and actions of individuals via governmentality, whereby citizens engage in selfsurveillance in integrating and maintaining social structures (Foucault, 1977; Markula,
2008). When responsibility for health outcomes is placed squarely on individuals alongside
moral messaging about the worth of particular (thin) bodies over other (fat) bodies, it is
not surprising that participants in the current study recounted repeated weight loss
attempts beginning as early as four years old. Weight management messaging was baked
into the family structure through parental weight loss attempts that engaged participants
as young children and teens, or at least influenced their own awareness of their body size
and moral signals about obtaining and maintaining thinness. These weight loss attempts,
by parents and participants themselves, taught participants key lessons about their own
bodies, centered around the key message that fat was bad and thin was good. This deep
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integration of anti-obesity narratives into family and individual practices throughout the
lifespan is fitting with existing literature in the area of biopedagogy and the management of
fat bodies (Wright & Harwood, 2009; Mulderrig, 2017; Rich, 2011). Messages about fat
bodies as inherently risky and in need of control circulate within families with support
from key social institutions, including the weight-cycling industry, public health and
education, and medical systems (Alexander & Coveney, 2013; LaBesco, 2001).
In the current study, messages that circulated within families were steeped in the
social and cultural context; for example, doctor’s offices were a key site of support for
weight-loss focused messaging that served as a biopedagogical tool in the maintenance of
fat bodies. Indeed, for many participants, the reason for their doctor’s visit—even in
childhood—was ignored and suggestions to lose weight were the only medical advice
participants were given as a treatment for a host of acute and chronic health issues.
In the Feeling Fat study, food was an important component of weight-based
messaging and served as an affective pedagogy (Hayes-Conroy & Hayes-Conroy, 2010).
Food was imbued with moral meaning (good, bad, junk, garbage), and food-based practices
were closely monitored and controlled through food commentary. Through food,
participants learned about family tradition, weight loss techniques, restriction, abundance,
cultural practice, and a host of lessons about fatness. Food was a tool of diet culture, with
pre-made, pre-packaged foods for weight loss, calorie counters, POINTS, and severe food
restriction post-weight loss surgery. Taken together, food was a powerful, affective site of
pedagogy in the Feeling Fat study, put to work to further integrate messages about fatness
and, ultimately, how (not) to have a body.
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Mother Blame and Intergenerationality
The Feeling Fat study interrogated mother blame (research questions #1 and 2) and
findings reiterate and extend previous work regarding the importance of mother-daughter
relationships (Maor, 2012). In the Feeling Fat study, the mother/child dyad was an
important site of messaging in the assemblage of childhood lessons about how to have a
body. However, participants identified a wide array of integrated and overlapping
messages from various sources outside of the mother/child dyad, including medical
doctors and peers. Indeed, participants were steeped in a milieu of pervasive messages
about fat as bad, unhealthy, unsightly, and detrimental. In short, while parents—and
specifically mothers—played a significant role in participants’ recollections about the
messages they had received about their bodies, it is not the case that mothers were the sole
factor in these lessons. The issue of weight-based stigma within families is extremely
complicated and findings from the current study extend the current literature surrounding
mother blame (for example, Jackson et al., 2007; Petersen et al., 2014).
While specific messages may come from mothers to their children, these messages
are inherently situated within the social and culture narratives of the time. For example,
the main messages that participants received about their bodies were steeped in the
unique brand of diet culture found in North America in the 1980s and 90s, and participants
were able to trace the genealogy of popular diet fads (for example, Weight Watchers, low
calorie, low carb, sugar-free) through their families’ various food practices. The resulting
impact of these diet-focused messages cannot be separated from their source and the
powerful impact of the weight-cycling industry on individual and family practices (Bordo,
2003; Wright & Harwood, 2009).
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Findings from the Feeling Fat study support the notion that mother blame
downloads responsibility for child fatness on mothers while also positioning mothers as
responsible for their child’s nutritional lives and sense of positive or negative body image
(Maher et al., 2010; Quirke, 2016). Placing blame on mothers for fostering weight stigma in
families erases the complex nature of weight stigma as a macro-level social issue that is
supported in nearly all facets of life—media, medical settings, public health campaigns,
physical education, etc. Understanding the intergenerational movement of weight stigma
requires a holistic lens that looks within and beyond the family.
In the Feeling Fat study, participants who were also parents reported a significant
amount of mother blame surrounding their body size, parenting practices and their child’s
body size. The mother blame they reported supports the findings from existing research
about the intensity of messages that mothers receive about their role as primary caretaker
in heteronormative family structures (Friedman, 2015; Maher et al., 2010). Participants’
reflections also supported the notion of obesity lineages, and the fact that mother blame
related to body size begins in pregnancy. Pregnant people are suspected of ‘passing on’
fatness to their children, both through their pregnant fat bodies and their parenting
practices (Maher et al., 2010; McPhail et al., 2016; Warin et al., 2012). In the current study,
many participants expressed this concern—often coming from external sources such as
family members—that they would create fat children, either because they themselves were
fat, or simply because of their parenting and feeding practices.
Uninhabitable Bodies and Lives Worth Living
One impetus for my early thinking on this work was Judith Butler’s conversations
about bodies that matter (1993) and lives worth living/mourning (2004). Ideas about
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bodies that matter and lives worth living/mourning came to influence the development of
research question #2 regarding the ways in which social narratives are taken up on and in
the body. In her 2004 book Precarious Life, discussing the public and politicized mourning
that took place after 9/11, both in the United States and globally, Butler (2004) asks: “Who
counts as human? Whose lives count as lives? What makes for a grievable life?” (p. 20).
Butler goes on to suggest:
Women and minorities, including sexual minorities, are, as a community, subjected
to violence, exposed to its possibility, if not its realization…loss and vulnerability
seem to follow from our being socially constituted bodies. (p. 20)
The idea of certain bodies as worth mourning, as more grievable, is echoed in Ahmed’s
writing about the circulation of emotions (Ahmed, 2004b). Ahmed notes that some
emotions get attached to some bodies more than others—fat bodies may be less precious,
less grievable because of the pervasive expectation of inevitable illness and death and the
positioning of fat as a moral and individualized risk factor (Alexander & Coveney, 2013;
Boero, 2007; LaBesco, 2001). Because disdain, disgust, and hate are attached to fat bodies,
our deaths become inevitable, even deserved.
This line of thinking extends to livability of fat life. Fat bodies are constituted as
unlivable, and ultimately not worth grieving (LaBesco, 2001). The Feeling Fat study
highlights the mechanisms through which fat bodies become socially constituted as
unlivable and the affective, material implications for fat people. Purple’s story of weight
loss surgery, presented in chapter four, Interview Thematic Findings exemplifies the
extremity of occupying an unlivable body, and ultimately living a life that is not worth
grieving. Purple identified the extremes to which her body was subjected, through weight
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loss surgery, recovery, having her lap band slip, lap band removal, and the ensuing longterm implications of this experience on her well-being. Purple’s experience is not an
exception—in fact, at 10 years post-surgery, nearly 50% of lap band and Roux-en-Y
surgeries have failed, resulting in weight re-gain (Spivak et al., 2012). Weight re-gain after
weight loss surgery often begins in the third year after surgery and is associated with
increased rates of depression and anxiety (Kubik et al., 2013). Weight loss surgeons blame
patients when they begin to re-gain weight, framing this surgical failure as a failure of selfcontrol and compliance on the part of the patient (Boero, 2014). Purple’s experiences of
physical illness and chronic health issues after weight loss surgery are also unfortunately
not unique. Patients report a gamut of physical side effects after surgery, including chronic
pain, fatigue, dizziness, vomiting, diarrhea, and a phenomenon known as dumping where
undigested food is regurgitated when the stomach is at capacity (Groven et al., 2010;
Throsby, 2008). As critical fat studies scholars have pointed out, weight loss surgery serves
to limit the functionality of an otherwise healthy organ because it is in a pathologized fat
body (Boero, 2014; Morgan, 2011), and when surgery fails, fat patients lose any remnant of
humanity that they were granted via temporary thinness (Boero, 2014; Trainer et al.,
2017). These physiological and psychological side effects highlight the extremes to which
society and medicine will go to render fat lives unliveable in an effort to control fat bodies
(Boero, 2014; Heyes, 2006). Whether through weight loss or untimely death, fat life is
rendered unsustainable. When social and medical systems seek to eliminate fat bodies at
all costs, it is unsurprising that we, as a society, become impervious to fat suffering and
death.
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In her (1994) book Bodies that Matter, Butler asks “What bodies come to matter—
and why?” (p. xii). While here Butler is parsing out her location within/between the
discursive and the material body with regards to conceptualizing gender, I understood the
dual meaning of this question—that is, matter as tangible, the process of becoming matter,
and mattering as having inherent meaning, humanity, and importance. A core impetus of
this study was thinking through how particular bodies—fat bodies, disabled bodies,
racialized and Indigenous bodies—come to not matter, and what material impact this notmattering has on a person’s lived, embodied experience. Living in a body that doesn’t
matter is unsettling, it is visceral, and it is often painful—not because of the nature of one’s
physical being, but because of the conditions (shame, stigma, lack of access to medical and
other care) under which bodies that do not matter must survive. In Butler’s formulation,
what I am describing here is the zone of uninhab-itabiliy. Butler (1994) describes:
Those ‘unliveable’ and ‘uninhabitable’ zones of social life which are nevertheless
populated by those who do not enjoy the status of the subject, but whose living
under the sign of the ‘unlivable’ is required to circumscribe the domain of the
subject. (p. 3)
These lines of thinking in Butler’s writing guided the early formulations of the current
study and factor strongly into the study’s findings. The Feeling Fat study, in some regards,
sought to explore the material and affective realities of this zone of uninhab-itability, and
ultimately to redefine bodies that matter on their own terms.
In the Feeling Fat study, medical interactions were a key site of this messaging about
the mattering and livability of fat bodies. While this study did not set out to directly explore
medical fatphobia, stories about medical fatphobia factored heavily into the messages that
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participants received about their bodies growing up. Indeed, the lessons that they learned
about how to have a fat body in medical settings—mainly to expunge fat at all costs—had a
significant impact on participants, both in terms of their access to appropriate medical care,
and in terms of their understandings of what it means to be a fat person at a young age.
Implications for Public Health
One of the goals of this research was to understand how public health might
promote health without simultaneously engaging in anti-fat messaging (research question
#4). The initial assumption of this research question was that key public health campaigns,
including those discussed in the introductory chapter of this dissertation (ParticipACTION
and Canada Fitness) would play a direct role in participants’ reflections about growing up
during the 1980s and 1990s. During interviews, participants were not directly asked about
public health campaigns that may have been circulating during their formative years, and it
became clear through the first three interviews that specific public health campaigns were
not front-of-mind for participants when discussing their embodied experiences and their
familial relationships related to body size. As indicated in the methodology chapter, this is
one of the reasons that recruitment for the Feeling Fat study pivoted to include people
outside of Ontario, and outside of Canada in order to reach a more diverse group of
participants. The logic here was that since participants were not directly discussing public
health campaigns, it was not necessary to constrain the study’s scope to individuals in a
specific jurisdiction who had all been exposed to the same or similar public health
campaigns.
Historically, public health has served to perpetuate stigma by framing weight as a
social problem with individual solutions, by situating obesity as a threat to future
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generations, and by erasing the lived impact of weight-based stigma on fat people
(Mansfield & Rich, 2013; Ramos Salas et al., 2017). The risk-focused nature of public health
approaches that are steeped in obesity epidemic narratives serve to perpetuate social
systems of inequality such as weightism, racism, and classism (Bombak, 2014; Lupton,
2013; Ramos et. al, 2017). These types of traditional health campaigns seek to explain and
solve fatness rather than seeking to address social stigma that harms fat bodies (Lian et al.,
2018; Puhl & King, 2013; Rail, 2009; Sweeting & West, 2001). It is crucial to look beyond
public health to consider how we might address weight-based stigma at a social level,
beyond seeking explanations or solutions for fatness.
The proliferation of public pedagogy as a cultural force that operates outside of
traditional classroom spaces to engage citizens in permanent education within a totally
pedagogized society (Bernstein, 2001; Giroux, 2011) provides an opportunity to imagine
counter-narratives and alternative frameworks via critical pedagogy. Radical alternatives
to obesity-focused biopedagogical tools that dictate how (not) to have a body are needed in
order to orient towards fat liberation and reduce the prevalence of weight-based stigma
both socially and individually. Body mapping and other arts-based methods provide a rich
opportunity to explore alternative fat, body-becoming pedagogies that lend themselves to
an affective and embodied reimagining of fat life and fat futures (Rice, 2015; Rice et al.,
2018). While the work of mitigating and eliminating weight-based stigma should not fall on
the shoulders of those fat people who are harmed by the social systems that perpetuate
weight-based stigma, centering the material and affective experience of embodied fatness
is vital. Re-storying the possibilities of fat by centering fat pedagogy is collective, affective
work (Rice, 2015). Group art-making centered around fat joy and liberation can create
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counter-hegemonic pedagogical space that speaks back to existing narratives that
stigmatize fatness through biopedagogical tools in media, public health, medicine, diet
culture, and other facets of daily life (Rice et. al, 2018).
The current study highlights these potentialities in a number of important ways,
including its affective analysis and methodological findings related to body mapping.
Critical pedagogy scholars have begun to theorize how resistance to hegemonic systems
can be thought of as “a flux of affects that produces political effects which challenge
understandings of power or control” (Zembylas, 2021, p. 212). The Feeling Fat study points
to body mapping as a useful affective tool for resisting obesity epidemic narratives and restorying fatness through joy and liberation. This process was an example of fat pedagogy in
motion, and it led to the co-creation of fat knowledges (Land, 2018) that shatter
individualized biopedagogical understandings of what fat bodies can (and should) do.
Theoretical Implications
Fat Identity as Dynamic and Situated
The Feeling Fat study engaged with an intersectional approach that was both
embedded and embodied. This approach to intersectionality views identity as ever-shifting,
relational, and situated (Friedman, 2020; Puar, 2012; Rice et.al, 2020; Rinaldi et al., 2020).
Findings from the Feeling Fat study support the well-established notion that embodied
identity is relational and situated. This is demonstrated, for example, in participants’
descriptions of their embodied identities in the interview data, using unfixed and dynamic
bodily descriptions such as “it works for me”, and “I’m fatter than I’ve ever been”. The
shifting nature of embodied identity is also prevalent in participants’ reflections on looking
at images of themselves and feeling differently about their size at the time of looking than
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they did at the time the photo was taken (e.g., Megan’s comment, “I wasn’t even remotely
fat for my age”). In addition, the relational nature of identity is captured in participants’
incorporations of external influences on their own bodily descriptions and the influence of
fat liberation spaces on participants’ sense of self and embodied feelings.
Interview participants discussed their relationship with their body temporally,
many describing a shift from a place of body hatred to body neutrality and/or liberation.
Some of these fluctuations in feelings about one’s body were over the life span while others
were moment-to-moment shifts that defied normalized and normalizing conceptions of
bodies in time (Lind et al., 2017). Temporality was also a key factor in participants’ body
maps, with temporal shifts represented in four of the body maps through the inclusion of
two different body outlines—one representing a past, stigmatized and shame-imbued self
and the other representing a current, liberated self. Participants resisted biopedagogical
tools such as “before” and “after” photos that are common in weight loss spaces by
discussing the entangled nature of their past and present selves, where linkages between
shame and liberation were tied with experiences of both time (before and after) and space
(the small, invisible body vs. the liberated body taking up space). Integral to the temporal
component of the study’s findings is spatiality, indicated on body maps through the use of
body postures, movement lines, and the words “Take Up Space” painted across Margaret’s
map. Spatiality was also an integral component of this study’s theorized affective analysis,
where the space that one takes came to represent the degree of one’s fatness, and the space
one did not take representing one’s proximity to thinness. Affect circulated across time and
space to mobilize lessons about fatness, and to re-claim the meaning of having a fat body in
a fat-hating society.
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These findings highlight what other researchers have suggested (Friedman, 2020;
Rinaldi et al., 2020; Rice et. al, 2020)—that research about the experience of fatness must
not fix identity or treat it as a static trait that is stable across the life span. As with other
embodied identities, fatness cannot be fixed in time or space, nor can the experience of
fatness or reflections about size be captured in a linear, simplistic timeline. The affective
experience of fatness reaches across time and space to create new experiences and
recollections that shift over time, as fat bodies change and move through the world (Lind et
al., 2017).
Affect and Biopedagogy
The current study used affect theory to interrogate how biopedagogy—or lessons
about how to have a body—are taken up an integrated. This in-depth use of affect theory
provides a framework for fat studies scholars for incorporating discursive and affective
components of weight-based stigma in research. The Feeling Fat study required theoretical,
onto-epistemological and methodological flexibility and creating, working in the threshold
between various disciplines and perspectives to create new knowledge about
intergenerationality and weight (Jackson & Mazzei, 2012a, b). This represents a significant
theoretical contribution to the field of fat studies and suggests a path forward for fat
studies scholars looking to engage deeply with the material and lived effects of macro-level
stories about fatness. In short, it is not an either/or decision.
The Feeling Fat study mobilized affect theory in creative and in-depth ways through
thinking with theory and plugging in to put participant stories in conversation with theory
and literature. This presents a new path for studying fat(s) and fat knowledges that centers
affect and the materiality of weight-based stigma. The Feeling Fat study suggests that affect
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theory is a tool for discovering fat knowledges that are onto-epistemologically
disconnected from obesity epidemic narratives and instead centered on the lived
materiality of fat life. The study’s findings provide an in-depth understanding of how affect
moves within weight-based stigma through biopedagogy, and presents opportunities for
future research to use these theoretical formulations alongside arts-based body mapping to
understand fat knowledges divorced from weight-based stigma.
Limitations of the Research
Limited Scope
The Feeling Fat study was limited in scope, particularly with regards to the body
mapping component of the study. Specifically, participants who took part in the group body
mapping process were overwhelmingly white—one participant was South Asian and the
other three were white. This limitation represents not just a lack of racial diversity in
participants, but also the influence of my own positionality as a white researcher on the
study’s process and findings. As a white researcher, the way that I designed the study and
the questions that I chose to ask participants are steeped in literature, theory, and my own
embodied perspective. My perspective is limited by my location as a white, non-Indigenous
researcher. Future research can address this limited scope by ensuring collaboration
between various researchers in study design, data collection, analysis, and writing. In
addition, it would be prudent to run multiple body mapping sessions for people with
different embodied identities, particularly different racial identities. This may create space
for participants to ask different questions, create different art, and engage deeply with one
another. One of the key methodological findings from this study’s use of body mapping was
the creation of an affective community, with fat affinity at the heart of this community. By
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incorporating other axes of embodied identity in a more fulsome way, future body mapping
research in fat studies may also lead to the co-creation of affective communities centred
around other types of affinity, for example fat racialized affinity, fat trans affinity, or fat
disabled affinity.
Limitations of Body Mapping Methodology
There are limitations to this type of arts-based methodology, including the
possibility of fixing the subject in time and space through the creation of a static, fixed piece
of art. This fixity is counter to an embodied, relational, and situated approach to
intersectionality (Carastathis, 2016; Friedman, 2020, Rice et. al, 2020). Asking participants
to create a visual representation of their embodied experience fixes that person’s thoughts,
feelings, and self-representations of the given moment in time. As such, body maps should
be considered historical or archival pieces of art that represent a moment in time and not
permanent representations of a fixed reality. I attempted to mitigate this risk by including
an analysis of participants’ representations of changes over time and shifts in identity
within their body maps. In fact, through the body mapping process, all participants refused
to be fixed or static in their embodied representations, as discussed earlier in this chapter
with regards to the inclusions of temporality and spatiality in the maps. Future uses of
body mapping in this context may consider offering participants examples of how to
incorporate movement and time into their body maps, and how to use art to offer dynamic
and shifting representations of the self in the context of social narratives.
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Methodological Reflections: Body Mapping
Tangible Adaptations
At the time of writing this, there were no previous body mapping studies conducted
with fat people. This lack meant that, while I was able to follow the methodology in
consultation with the existing literature and arts-based research mentors (e.g., Drs. Ciann
Wilson, Michelle Skop, and Carla Rice), I also had to adapt aspects of the methodology in
both tangible and intangible ways. Because this application of body mapping is new, I
believe it is important to provide an overview of the adaptations that I made to the
methodology, beginning with tangible adaptations.
It was imperative for me to ensure that all aspects of the body mapping process
were accessible to fat people. This required providing opportunities for participants to
create their body map outlines while standing up, sitting in chairs, or in an elevated
manner that did not require getting down on the floor. In addition, I needed to ensure that
the paper I was using for the body maps was both good quality and wide enough to
accommodate all participants. While this seems like a minor detail, it was incredibly
complicated. For example, I was not willing to ask participants for their approximate
measurements because bodily measurement is an integral and harmful part of diet culture.
In addition, I had never worked with the specific paints and other materials that I was
planning to purchase for the body maps, and so I needed to ensure that the paints and
other products would be compatible with the paper I was using, and I needed to ensure
that the paper was thick enough to handle the paint that participants would be using. Since
this was the first time I had done body mapping, and it was the first time that body
mapping had been done with exclusively fat participants, I did not know what types of
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tangible issues to plan for. Having completed this process, I have learned a great deal about
these types of tangible concerns that can now be implemented in future iterations of fat
body mapping.
Process-Oriented Considerations: A Word of Caution
From a process-oriented perspective, the Feeling Fat study highlighted a number of
important considerations for using this methodology with fat participants. As I indicated in
the methodology chapter of this dissertation, body mapping has been taken up and
misused outside of its original intended purposes in harmful ways (Orchard, 2017). Here, I
will reflect on the strategies I used to mitigate potential harm and areas that require
further considerations in future uses of body mapping with fat participants.
Before the body mapping process began, each participant had completed a one-totwo-hour interview, either in person, over the phone, or via Zoom. This was a key part of
the data collection process, but it also allowed me to learn about participants’ stories and
potential triggers, and to build rapport with each participant before inviting them to take
part in the body mapping portion of the study. This meant that once we came together for
the first time to do body mapping, while participants largely did not know each other in
advance (two participants were friends before the process began), I had built familiarity
with each participant already. In addition, at the end of each interview, I took time to
describe the body mapping process and what it entailed before asking participants if they
might be interested in being contacted about participating at a later date. This meant that
participants had time and space to think about the methodology/process and decide if it
was a good fit for them before committing to take part.
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During the study, there were many processes in place to intentionally foster safety
for participants. We set ground rules at the beginning of the first session, which served to
create common language and establish boundaries for safe and respectful interactions. We
extended the time allotment for each session, at the request of participants. This allowed
for a slower pace with ample time during which participants could simply sit together,
process, share stories, and simply “be”. The body mapping process took place in a large
room with space to move around, a wide selection of armless chairs and couches, and with
full privacy. Finally, each session had food available that met all participants’ dietary needs.
Food became an important source of sustenance and connection during the project.
In terms of the content of the discussions, while my initial plan was to focus on
intergenerationality and messages about weight stigma that participants had received
growing up, it was clear that participants needed a more open space to simply talk about
being fat in a fat-hating society. While I gently guided the discussion and asked probing
questions along the way, the content and focus of the sessions was largely based around
whatever participants wanted or needed to discuss.
Through doing this study, I learned about the potential that this methodology holds in
furthering fat studies research and engaging on a deep level with the issue of weight-based
stigma. Body mapping provided a container not just for reflection, but for deep analysis and
connection, as well as a connection point with the affective dimension of this work. From a
research data/content perspective, the body maps create visual representations of some
key aspects of the study’s overall findings, and they serve to contextualize these findings
beyond the family structure. This methodology quite literally brought participants’
reflections onto and into the body in ways that interviews alone could not have achieved.
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There are two key lessons learned for carrying this methodology forward:
1) More time is needed for this process. While holding three sessions was a large
undertaking for one researcher, it was not enough for all participants. Some felt that
they would like to take their body maps home to work on them independently
between sessions (indeed, two participants did this) and others felt that they would
only have wanted to work on their body maps during the group sessions. At least
one more session was needed, and it is possible that the overall process would have
been more flexible timewise with two different facilitators.
2) Participants suggested during our last session that they would have like to have
incorporated embodied grounding exercises at the beginning and end of each
session to open and close the space in a meaningful way. While we did begin each
session with a general check-in, this was not a particularly embodied process and
we often did not close the space in a meaningful way—rather, each session’s ending
felt somewhat rushed as we hurried to make plans for the next session before
participants had to leave. At the end of our last session, one of the participants
offered to do a grounding exercise with the group, and this practice very much
shaped the closing of our space. In the future, I would plan to do an opening and
closing grounding exercise for each session. While verbal and non-verbal support
for participants was in place, and I acknowledged at various points that we were
discussing difficult topics, this support needed to be more intentional and embodied
throughout the process.
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Looking to the Future
The Feeling Fat study points to a number of opportunities for continuing the work of
understanding the intergenerationality of weight-based stigma in the future. Central to
these opportunities are the use of affect theory for connecting discursive assemblages with
embodied realities and the extended use of arts-based body mapping for exploring fat
experiences.
It would be prudent for fat studies scholars to work intentionally to create a body
mapping process that is specifically intended for fat bodies, including the earlier suggestion
in this chapter of a collaborative team leadership approach. Embedded in this
recommendation is a need for diverse spaces for body mapping, which may include holding
separate body mapping sessions for fat people with diverse embodiments, for example
BIPOC (Black, Indigenous, person of colour)-led and BIPOC-specific body mapping sessions.
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Chapter Eight: Reflexivity, Conclusions, and Final Remarks
At the beginning of this work, prior to creating my dissertation proposal, I found
myself asking: What stories we are told about our bodies? And what stories do we tell
about our bodies? I was interested in thinking through stories as both socio-cultural
messages and embodied, felt experiences. These questions remained at the core of this
dissertation from the proposal stage, through its various methodological shifts, and in this
final version. While the labels that I used to describe my methodology and the details of my
approach shifted over time, the core of this work remained steady. Some of the most
significant shifts in this work were expanding my understanding and application of
biopedagogy, thinking beyond the confines of traditional qualitative analysis to adopt
aspects of post-qualitative inquiry via plugging in, adapting body mapping methodology for
use in the context of fat studies research, and staying attuned to the affective flows in the
process and content of this project. By remaining flexible to the complexity of this work and
learning to be comfortable in the discomfort of uncertainty, I was able to creatively adapt
methodologies in the co-creation of new knowledge.
Embodied Reflexivity: Doing Fat Affective Work as a Fat Person
Doing the work of destabilizing oppressive systems that fuel weight-based stigma as
a fat person is inherently emotional, difficult, and at times destabilizing to my own sense of
self. Throughout the course of this research project, my very embodied humanity was
threatened through the difficult and at times harmful stories that participants shared. I
found myself needing to take breaks throughout the dissertation process when the work
felt too raw and vulnerable. It was not always possible to maintain a safe distance between
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myself and the fat trauma that participants were sharing with me, since many of these
stories echoed my own experiences.
At the same time, I experienced great joy in the unique affective experience of fat
community through conducting the interviews and, more explicitly, through the body
mapping group process. This gamut of affective experiences not only influenced me
personally, but also shaped the research project at every step. Each interview was a unique
opportunity to connect with participants around their stories. Many interviews involved
shared laughter about the absurdity of diet culture or specific experiences of weight stigma,
and ultimately a radical recognition of the importance of sharing stories together.
Fischer (2018) suggests that doing work on shame takes an affective toll, leaving
one vulnerable in its wake. The Feeling Fat study was, by its very nature, a study on the
constellation of affects—shame, pride, hatred, joy—that circulates around being a fat
person in a fat-hating society. My proximity to participants’ stories (both in terms of my
proximity to the data and in terms of my proximity to similar experiences in my own life)
affected me deeply, which in turn affected the direction and details of the final product.
In the summer of 2019 when I was in the process of transcribing and analyzing
interviews and preparing to begin the body mapping process, I had a meeting with one of
my supervisors, Dr. Carla Rice. During this meeting, I was talking to Carla about how I
didn’t feel like I could pull participants’ stories apart. I felt that even using the word
“analyze” in the context of these stories felt harmful. At that point in the conversation, Carla
asked me, “In what ways are you becoming undone through this research process?” In the
moment, I was not able to formulate a response to this question. I could feel the question in
my gut, and I think at the time I said that I couldn’t respond because it felt too raw. I have
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thought about this question frequently as I’ve embarked on writing this dissertation. I
thought about this question when I chose to challenge myself by using Jackson and Mazzei’s
Thinking with Theory approach of plugging in as a way to think through participants’
stories and their affective flows in a more meaningful and fulsome way. I thought about this
question as I embarked on writing this dissertation during a global pandemic, a time at
which I and the world around me were coming undone in new ways each and every day,
and when fat bodies were once again framed as inherently at-risk, not worthy of limited
health care resources, and destined for untimely death.
Importantly, I thought about Carla’s question during each body mapping session,
while participants co-created and re-created the methodology anew each time we met.
Going into the body mapping process, I expected it to be an extension of the interviews—a
way to gain a deeper understanding and contextualization of the stories that participants
explored in their one-on-one interviews. Participants co-created a space that was deeply
fat-positive, healing, and joyful, despite also sharing stories about incredible fatphobic
harm. What I learned in those sessions was that I could facilitate and gently guide the
conversations, but that my main role was to witness the stories, hold space, and allow
myself to be a fat person in fat community rather than purely a researcher conducting an
arts-based process, script in hand.
What I imagined at the outset of this dissertation is barely recognizable now that I
am on the other side of this work. In 2018, when I defended my dissertation proposal, I
could not have imagined what this work would become—the depth of the stories I heard,
the new ways that I learned to engage with theory, the connections I would make with fat
people in my local community, the emotional and psychological toll that doing this work
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would take, the liberation that came with writing all of this down—none of this could have
been planned.
Conclusion
A crucial message that the Feeling Fat study conveys is that the movement of
weight-based stigma is inherently affective, relational, and situated. Affect is mobilized in
the application of biopedagogical tools that serve to subjugate and seek to eliminate fat
bodies. However, there are rich opportunities for the co-creation of affective communities
that are centered around fat joy and healing, and which highlight the livability and inherent
value of fat life as-is, divorced from any orientation toward weight loss or thinness. Instead,
there is boundless, material value in understanding the macro-level mechanisms behind
weight-based stigma in order to redress its effects and re-orient towards fat joy.
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Appendix A: Informed Consent Forms
WILFRID LAURIER UNIVERSITY
DEPARTMENT OF PSYCHOLOGY
INFORMED CONSENT STATEMENT
Feeling Fat: Theorizing Intergenerational Body Narratives Through Affect –
INTERVIEW
Principal investigator: Katie Cook, PhD Candidate, Wilfrid Laurier University
Faculty Advisor: Dr. Robb Travers, Researcher & Faculty, Wilfrid Laurier University
You are invited to participate in a research study. The purpose of this study is to
investigate how both positive and negative messages about body size are exchanged
intergenerationally, and how these messages affect our bodily feelings and practices. This
study includes two parts: (1) Interview, and (2) Body mapping. Participants may take part
in one or both parts of this study. This consent form is for the interview portion.
INFORMATION
If you choose to participate in this study, you will be asked to take part in a one-on-one
interview that will take 60-90 minutes to complete. During this interview, you will be asked
to share stories about your experiences in your body, your experiences with your parent(s)
or caregiver(s), or your own children, related to diet and exercise growing up, and how this
has influenced your beliefs and practices as an adult. You will also be asked to provide
demographic information. In total, approximately 15 – 20 interviews will be conducted,
with participants from two different generations (those born between 1979 and 1989, and
those who became parents or caregivers between 1979 and 1989).
Interviews will be audio-recorded and transcribed by the principal researcher. You may
choose to partake in this interview and not have it audio-recorded by indicating this below.
RISKS
While the risks of participating in this study are minimal, you may experience discomfort
or negative feelings while discussing your experiences of embodied difference, including
difference based on body size. These feelings are normal and should be temporary. During
interview, you may take a break at any time, and you may choose to stop participation at
any time as well, with no negative repercussions. At the end of the interview, I will check in
with you about how you are feeling so that we can debrief about any negative emotions
that may have come up. If you experience any lasting negative feelings as a result of
participating in this study, please contact the researchers and/or a local mental health
resource (Canadian Mental Health Association: http://cmhaww.ca/about-cmha/contactus/; KW Counselling: www.kwcounselling.com, 519-884-0000).
BENEFITS
As a participant in this study you have an opportunity to contribute to a research process
that seeks to address weight stigma by better understanding it in an embodied,
intergenerational context. The opportunity to discuss these experiences may help
participants to make sense of their embodied experiences in a judgment-free environment.
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This work adds to the literature connecting the embodied experience of fatness with the
mechanisms of affect.
CONFIDENTIALITY
All interview data will be kept confidential and all identifying information will be removed
from the interview data upon transcription. All data will be separated from your individual
identifying information, and pseudonyms will be used so that your name is never
associated with your data. Only the principal investigator, Katie Cook, and their supervisor,
Dr. Robb Travers, will have access to the data collected during this study. All electronic data
will be stored in a password-protected folder on a password -protected computer.
Hardcopy data, including consent forms, will be securely stored in locked cabinets in a
locked room at Wilfrid Laurier University. Your contact information will be securely stored,
separate from your data, and will be destroyed by the end of the study, May 31, 2020. All
data, including consent forms, will be permanently deleted no later than December 31,
2024.
Quotations will be used in the final report, and these quotations will not be connected with
any identifying information. If you do not wish to have your quotations used, you may
indicate this on the consent form, below.
Please note that if you take part in the interview and body mapping phases of this study,
your data from each phase will be linked. This means that identifiable information (i.e.,
name, contact information) will be connected with your data until we group all of your data
together. Once your data are linked, we will destroy any connection between your data and
identifiable information. This will occur no later than May 31, 2020.
COMPENSATION
For participating in this study you will receive a $15 gift card of your choice (Tim Horton's,
Starbucks, or Shopper's Drug Mart. If you withdraw from the study at any time, you will
still receive the same amount of compensation. Any compensation received related to
the participation in this research study is taxable. It is the participant’s responsibility to
report the amount received for income tax purposes and Wilfrid Laurier University will not
issue a tax receipt for the amount received.
CONTACT
If you have questions at any time about the study, procedures, or your payment (or you
experience adverse effects as a result of participating in this study), please contact
researcher, Katie Cook, at kcook@wlu.ca, and 519-884-0710, ext. 4252 or their
supervisor, Dr. Robb Travers, at rtravers@wlu.ca.
This project has been reviewed and approved by the University Research Ethics Board
(REB #6007), which receives funding from the Research Support Fund. If you feel you have
not been treated according to the descriptions in this form, or your rights as a participant
in research have been violated during the course of this project, you may contact Dr. Jayne
Kalmar, Research Ethics Board Chair, Wilfrid Laurier University, 519-8840710 ext. 3131, REBChair@wlu.ca.
PARTICIPATION
Your participation in this study is voluntary; you may decline to participate without
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penalty. If you decide to participate, you may withdraw from the study at any time without
penalty and without loss of benefits to which you are otherwise entitled. If you withdraw
from the study, every attempt will be made to remove your data from the study, and have it
destroyed. You have the right to omit any question(s)/procedure(s) you choose.
FEEDBACK AND PUBLICATION
Research results will be reported in Katie Cook’s doctoral dissertation, and will also be
submitted for publication in journals and presented at research conferences. The results
may be made available through Open Access resources. If you are interested in receiving an
executive summary of the study's findings, you may contact the researcher. Research
results will be available by June 1, 2020.
CONSENT
I have read and understand the above information. I have received a copy of this form. I
agree to participate in this study.
Please check each of the following that apply:
☐

I consent to having my de-identified quotations used in research reports, and
understand that I will not have an opportunity to review my quotations, but
understand that the researchers will remove any identifiable information
before they are published/presented.

☐

I consent to be audio-recorded for the purposes of this research. If you do not
consent to audio recording, written notes will be taken during the interview.

Participant's signature__________________________________________________
Date _________________

Investigator's signature__________________________________________________
Date _________________
------------------------------------------------------------------The second phase of our study involves a series of body mapping sessions (3
separate sessions, 5 hours total). Body mapping is an art-making process that
involves creating an outline of your body and decorating it with meaningful symbols
and images. If you are interested in learning more about, or participating in, the
body mapping phase of this study, please provide your preferred contact
information below:
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______________________________________________________________________________
WILFRID LAURIER UNIVERSITY
DEPARTMENT OF PSYCHOLOGY
INFORMED CONSENT STATEMENT
Feeling Fat: Theorizing Intergenerational Body Narratives Through Affect – BODY
MAPPING
Principal investigator: Katie Cook, PhD Candidate, Wilfrid Laurier University
Faculty Advisor: Dr. Robb Travers, Researcher & Faculty, Wilfrid Laurier University
You are invited to participate in a research study. The purpose of this study is to
investigate how both positive and negative messages about body size are exchanged
intergenerationally, and how these messages affect our bodily feelings and practices. This
study includes two parts: (1) Interview, and (2) Body mapping. Participants may take part
in one or both parts of this study. This consent form is for the body mapping portion.
INFORMATION
If you choose to participate in this study, you will be asked to take part in a process of
body-mapping. Body mapping is an art-making process that will take place over three
group sessions (total 5 hours). These sessions are described below:
Session 1 (1.5 hours): In this first session, participants and the researcher will: get to know
one another through a group ice-breaker activity, review the informed consent forms,
review the process of body mapping, create body map outlines, and think through symbols
and images that may be used in the body maps.
Session 2 (2 hours): In the second session, participants will use various art modalities
(paint, drawing, collage, etc.), to fill in their body maps. Once body maps are completed,
participants will be engaged in a guided group reflection where they will present their
body maps and discuss the body maps with other participants. This discussion will be
guided by group reflection questions.
Session 3 (1.5 hours): In the final body mapping sessions, participants will be presented
with the emerging themes and will have an opportunity to discuss these themes with the
researcher. Participants will discuss the body mapping process and reflect on what themes
and ideas came out of the process.
In total, 6 - 8 participants will be involved in the body mapping process, with participants
from two different generations (those born between 1979 and 1989, and those who
became parents or caregivers between 1979 and 1989).
Group discussions will be audio-recorded and transcribed by the principal researcher as
part of the data analysis process. You may choose to partake in these group conversations
and not have them audio-recorded by indicating this preference below. At the session, you
will also be asked to provide demographic information.
RISKS
While the risks of participating in this study are minimal, you may experience discomfort
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or negative feelings while discussing your experiences of embodied difference, including
difference based on body size. During the body mapping sessions, you may take a break at
any time, and you may choose to stop participation at any time as well, with no negative
repercussions. In addition, we will check in at the end of each session about how each
participant is feeling before we end the session. These feelings are normal and should be
temporary. If you experience any lasting negative feelings as a result of participating in this
study, please contact the researchers and/or a local mental health resource (Canadian
Mental Health Association: http://cmhaww.ca/about-cmha/contact-us/; KW Counselling:
www.kwcounselling.com, 519-884-0000).
BENEFITS
Benefits of participating in this study include: An opportunity to connect with others on the
topic of embodiment and weight stigma, creating art, and contributing to a research
process that seeks to address weight stigma by better understanding it in an embodied,
intergenerational context. At the end of the project, you will be able to keep the body map
art that you create during the research process. This work adds to the literature connecting
the embodied experience of fatness with the mechanisms of affect.
CONFIDENTIALITY
While complete anonymity and confidentiality cannot be absolutely guaranteed in group
discussions, all participants will be asked to refrain from discussing the content of our
sessions outside of our group. We will ask that you sign below to indicate that you will keep
all comments made during the group discussions confidential and not discuss what
happened during the group discussions outside the meeting. Your name and others’ names
you may mention during the group discussions or during other conversations with the
research team will not be included, or in any other way associated, with the data collected
in the study. After the group has been transcribed, all identifying information will be
removed. In order to conduct visual analysis of body maps, the researcher will take a
photograph of each body map before they are returned to participants at the final group
session. Body maps may appear in reports and/or publications related to this work,
however your name and identifying information will not be connected to your body map in
any reports or publications.
All data will be separated from your individual identifying information, and pseudonyms
will be used so that your name is never associated with your data. Only the principal
investigator, Katie Cook, and their supervisor, Dr. Robb Travers, will have access to the data
collected during this study. All electronic data will be stored in a password-protected folder
on a password -protected computer. Hardcopy data, including consent forms, will be
securely stored in locked cabinets in a locked room at Wilfrid Laurier University. Your
contact information will be securely stored, separate from your data, and will be destroyed
by the end of the study, May 31, 2020. All data, including consent forms, will be
permanently deleted no later than December 31, 2024.
Quotations will be used in the final report, and these quotations will not be connected with
any identifying information. In the final group session, you will have the opportunity to
review your quotations before they are used in the final report. If you do not wish to have
your quotations used, you may indicate this on the consent form, below.
Please note that if you also took part in the interview phase of this study, your data from
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this phase will be linked to those data. This means that identifiable information (i.e., name,
contact information) will be connected with your data until we group all of your data
together. Once your data are linked, we will destroy any connection between your data and
identifiable information. This will occur no later than May 31, 2020.
COMPENSATION
For participating in this study you will receive up to $45; that is, you will receive $15 for
each body mapping session that you attend. If you withdraw from the study prior to its
completion, you will receive $15 for each body mapping session that you attended.
In addition, you will be entered into a raffle for a chance to win one prize that includes
lunch and a free movie at the Princess Twin Cinema in Uptown Waterloo (approximate
value of $25). You will receive one entry for each body mapping session you attend, to a
maximum of three entries. The odds of winning are 1/6 to 1/8. The draw will take place at
the final body mapping session. If the winner is not present, they will be contacted via
email.
Any compensation received related to the participation in this research study is taxable. It
is the participant’s responsibility to report the amount received for income tax purposes
and Wilfrid Laurier University will not issue a tax receipt for the amount received.
CONTACT
If you have questions at any time about the study, procedures, or your payment (or you
experience adverse effects as a result of participating in this study), please contact
researcher, Katie Cook, at kcook@wlu.ca, and 519-884-0710, ext. 4252 or their
supervisor, Dr. Robb Travers, at rtravers@wlu.ca.
This project has been reviewed and approved by the University Research Ethics Board
(REB #6007), which receives funding from the Research Support Fund. If you feel you have
not been treated according to the descriptions in this form, or your rights as a participant
in research have been violated during the course of this project, you may contact Dr. Jayne
Kalmar, Research Ethics Board Chair, Wilfrid Laurier University, 519-8840710 ext. 3131, REBChair@wlu.ca.
PARTICIPATION
Your participation in this study is voluntary; you may decline to participate without
penalty. If you decide to participate, you may withdraw from the study at any time without
penalty and without loss of benefits to which you are otherwise entitled. If you withdraw
from the study, every attempt will be made to remove your data from the study, and have it
destroyed. You have the right to omit any question(s)/procedure(s) you choose.
FEEDBACK AND PUBLICATION
Research results will be reported in Katie Cook’s doctoral dissertation, and will also be
submitted for publication in journals and presented at research conferences. The results
may be made available through Open Access resources. If you are interested in receiving an
executive summary of the study's findings, you may contact the researcher. Research
results will be available by June 1, 2020.
CONSENT

FEELING FAT: THEORIZING INTERGENERATIONAL BODY NARRATIVES THROUGH AFFECT

232

I have read and understand the above information. I have received a copy of this form. I
agree to participate in this study.
☐ I consent to having my de-identified quotations used in research reports, and
understand that I will have an opportunity to review the researchers’ findings,
which may include my quotations, at the member checking session during the final
body mapping session.
☐ I consent to be audio-recorded for the purposes of this research. If any one
participant in the body mapping session does not consent to audio recording,
written notes will be taken by the researcher.
☐ I agree not to share stories and information discussed by other group members
outside of the group setting.
Participant's signature__________________________________________________
Date _________________
Investigator's signature__________________________________________________
Date _________________
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Appendix B: Recruitment Poster

F e e l i n g Fa t : T h e o r i z i n g
Intergenerational Body
Narratives Through Affect
Have you been made to feel different based on your
body size? Have you been labeled or do you identify as
fat , c u r v y, o b e s e , ove r we i g ht , o r p l u s s i ze?
We a re s e e k i n g 1 5 - 2 0 p a r t i c i p a n t s , i n c l u d i n g :
Wo m e n o f c o l o u r
People of diverse abilities
Diverse genders
Born between 1979 and 1989 OR those who
b e c a m e p a r e n t s /c a r e g i ve r s b e t we e n 1 9 7 9
and 1989
This study has two parts:
1. A one-on-one interview (60-90 minutes)
2. A group art-making process called "body
m a p p i n g ", w h e r e y o u w i l l m a k e a p i e c e o f a r t
to represent your experiences in your body
and in the world (3 sessions, 1-2 hours each)
T h i s s t u d y w i l l t a ke p l a ce i n K i tc h e n e r-Wa te r l o o , O nt a r i o , a n d
yo u c a n t a ke p l a ce i n o n e o r b ot h p a r t s of t h e s t u d y. Fo r t h e
i nte r v i ew, p a r t i c i p a nt s w i l l re ce i ve a $ 1 5 g i f t c a rd . Fo r b o d y
mapping, participants will receive $15/session, as well as a
chance to win dinner and a movie at the Princess Cafe/Cinema
(one entry per body mapping session)

If you are interested in participating,
please contact Katie Cook: kcook@wlu.ca
Yo u w i l l b e a s k e d a f e w s c r e e n i n g q u e s t i o n s d u r i n g a n i n i t i a l
phone/email conversation for the purposes of ensuring diversity

This project is supervised by
D r . R o b b Tr a v e r s , r t r a v e r s @ w l u . c a
This study has been reviewed and approved
by the Wilfrid Laurier University Research Ethics Board, REB#6007
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Appendix C: Interview Guide
Before we get started, is there anything that would make this space or this interview more
comfortable for you? (e.g., seating, lighting, temperature, etc.)
Opening questions:
I'd like to start with some opening questions to help me get to know you a little better.
What is one interesting or surprising fact about you?
What is your favourite food to prepare and/or eat?
Body Narrative Questions:
The purpose of this interview is to hear about your experiences in your body, specifically
your experiences growing up and interacting with messages about your body, both positive
and negative.
Do you have any questions for me before we get started?
1. How would you describe your body?
a. Has this changed over time?
b. How have your feelings about your body changed over time?
2. How would you describe your relationship with your body?
a. What are the main factors that impact your relationship with your body?
b. Have the factors that influence your relationship with your body changed
over time?
c. If so, how?
3. Was there a particular turning point in your relationship with your body/size?
a. Can you tell me about this turning point?
b. What feelings were present during this time?
4. Can you tell me story about your body when you were growing up? It can be a story
from when you were younger, or a more recent story.
a. For example, a time when you felt strong, weak, included, excluded, or
alienated?
b. What were the main feelings you had throughout this story?
c. How did your body size play a role in this story?
5. What messages did you receive about your body growing up?
a. E.g. in School, medical settings, family, peers, etc.
[QUESTIONS FOR PARENTS]
6. How would you describe your approach to parenting when it comes to body size?
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a. Was there a particular turning point for you/your child related to body size? Can
you tell me a story about this?
7. Can you tell me a story about your child's relationship with their body/body size growing
up?
a. What feelings did this cause for you? For your child?
Next, I’m going to ask you a few questions about your relationship with a parent or
caregiver as it relates to body size. It’s okay if you respond to these questions thinking
about more than one family member (e.g., you may have on response about your mom, and
a different response about your grandmother or perhaps an aunt).
8. Can you tell me a story about a time when your parent or caregiver made you feel
negatively about your body?
a. So, for example, when I think of this question, I think about when my mom
started bringing me to weight watchers at a young age, and how that felt.
b. What feelings were happening for you at this time?
9. Can you tell me a story about a time when your parent or caregiver made you feel
positively about your body?
a. So, for example, when I think about this question I think about playing sports
as a kid, and feeling really proud of my accomplishments, having my parents
watch me play sports.
b. What feelings were happening for you at this time?
10. Can you tell me a story about you family's experiences surrounding food?
a. For example, how was food discussed in your family growing up? Were the
messages mainly positive or negative, and how did this impact you?
b. What feelings or emotions did you experience related to food?
c. How has your relationship with food changed throughout your life?
d. Have there been any particular turning points in your relationship with food?
If so, can you please describe those?
Closing/Debrief Questions:
How are you feeling?
How do you feel the interview went?
Is there anything else you would like to share before we finish up?
Demographic questions:
What is your gender?
What is your sexual orientation?
What is your race?
In what year were you born?
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Appendix D: Body Mapping Discussion Questions
Session 1
Start by reflecting on what imagery you might use to represent your embodied experience.
1. Think about the messages you received about your body growing up – how might
those be represented on, in, or around your body
2. Think about turning points in your relationship with your body – how do they show
up?
3. Think about your relationship with parents and/or caregivers growing up – how do
the messages you received within your family unit (positive, negative, and neutral)
show up on, in, or around your body?
4. Think about how feelings and emotions circulate on, in, or around your body as it
relates to the above reflections and experiences.
Session 3
Process-Oriented Questions
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.
6.

What were your thoughts and feelings upon beginning work on your body map?
What are your reflections on the process of drawing your body outline?
What was the most difficult aspect of the body map for you?
What was the easiest/most fun or interesting part of the body map for you?
What is the most meaningful aspect of your body map?
Is there anything you would do differently if you were to recreate your body map?

Content-Oriented Questions
Can you describe your body map to me, including what is represented in it?
1. What symbols did you use to represent yourself?
a. What do these mean to you?
2. How does your body map represent your past?
3. How does your body map represent your future?
4. How are feelings expressed on your body map?
a. Imagine a time and place where you feel/felt exposed or uncomfortable in
your body, what are the emotions feel/felt? Where do these emotions come
from? Where do these emotions sit?
b. Imagine a time and place where you feel/felt comfortable in your body, what
are the emotions you feel/felt? Where do these emotions come from? Where
to these emotions sit?
5. Is there anything else you would like to share about your body map that we haven't
had a chance to talk about yet?
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